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Abstract 

British Antifascism and the Holocaust, 1945-67 

Joshua Cohen 

This thesis explores the extent to which the Holocaust shaped British 
antifascism in the period 1945-1967. It makes an original contribution in setting 
out the first dedicated analysis of the relationship between consciousness of the 
Nazi genocide and motivations for confronting fascism in Britain. The study has 
interrogated institutional archival records to assess the presence of the 
Holocaust in the private discourses, propaganda and campaign strategies of a 
wide variety of antifascist organisations. Personal motivations for antifascist 
activism have been engaged with through analysis of memoirs, autobiographies 
and oral histories. The thesis will demonstrate that the Holocaust was often 
absent from antifascist rhetoric, and so should be decentred from 
understandings that assume constant affinity between Holocaust remembrance 
and British antifascism. Instead, antifascism in this period was often 
conceptualised in a patriotic framework, as coda to the Second World War, or 
viewed through left-wing analyses of class struggle which obscured fascism’s 
‘racial’ victims. However, the central importance of this study lies in its revealing 
that a Holocaust-inspired resistance to fascism was emerging in this period and 
beginning to co-exist with patriotic and other forms of antifascism. The ‘lessons’ 
of the Holocaust for antifascists were the subject of agonised internal disputes 
and became a point of open conflict between militant and establishment Anglo-
Jewish organisations. The genocide was also politicised in a number of 
antifascist campaigns, including on the Left and in the name of civil liberties. 
The thesis therefore argues for 1945-67 as a vital transitional period when use 
of the Holocaust as a weapon against fascism was developing, albeit 
sometimes on the fringes of antifascist discourse. In this way, the period 
presaged the more confident later invocations of the genocide, including in 
activism against the National Front in the 1970s. 
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Introduction 

Britain witnessed a fascist revival even during the Second World War. In 1944, 

the British League of Ex-Servicemen and Women held an openly fascist 

meeting in London’s Hyde Park.1 At the war’s end, it was possible to encounter 

both newspaper photographs of the liberated Nazi camps and the letters ‘PJ’ 

scrawled on synagogue walls – signifying ‘Perish Judah’ and translated from the 

Nazi slogan Juda Verrecke.2 By 1948, encouraging signs of fascist resurgence 

had prompted Sir Oswald Mosley, interned during the war under Defence 

Regulation 18B, to re-launch his political career by forming the Union Movement 

(UM). Writing about a UM march in Dalston, London that took place later that 

year, the historian David Renton commented: ‘Taking place just a few years 

after the Blitz and the Holocaust... it seemed inconceivable that there were still 

people who thought fascism was right. Yet this was the message of the march’.3  

Renton echoes historians who have identified the Holocaust as central to a 

postwar British antifascist consensus, alongside the nation’s wartime record of 

fighting fascist powers. Richard Thurlow suggested that the ‘chief accusation’ 

against British fascists in 1945 was their alleged support for the extermination of 

European Jewry.4 Graham Macklin claimed that Mosley was disgraced by a 

‘moral triumvirate’: the Holocaust, the Second World War and internment.5  

But did antifascists themselves really mobilise around the genocide as they 

confronted this bewildering, audacious fascist comeback? These historians’ 

arguments for the Holocaust’s vital role in preventing postwar British fascist 

advance are unsubstantiated. Thurlow, for example, produced no evidence that 

antifascists made support for the Holocaust the main charge against Mosley. 

Indeed, his evidence to explain Mosley’s public disfavour links to the, 

                                                            
1
 The British League’s propaganda director, Victor Burgess, confirmed that the organisation was 

fascist. See Stephen Dorril, Blackshirt: Sir Oswald Mosley and British Fascism (London: Viking, 
2006), p.542.  
2
 Morris Beckman, The 43 Group: the Untold Story of their Fight against Fascism (London: 

Centerprise Publications, 1992), p.20. 
3
 David Renton, Fascism, Anti-Fascism and Britain in the 1940s (Basingstoke: Palgrave 

Macmillan), p.1. 
4 
Richard Thurlow, Fascism in Britain: From Oswald Mosley’s Blackshirts to the National Front, 

2
nd

 edn (London: IB Tauris, 1998), p.206. 
5
 Graham Macklin, Very Deeply Dyed in Black: Sir Oswald Mosley and the Resurrection of 

British Fascism After 1945 (London: IB Tauris, 2007), p.133. 
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‘experience of 1940 and the war to the finish against Hitler’. According to this 

analysis, it was the Second World War which made ‘state and society’ hostile to 

all political behaviours associated with Nazism, including antisemitism. Here, 

Thurlow cited Mass Observation files suggesting that researchers took 

antisemitism more seriously as the Second World War progressed.6 

This thesis will argue that the Holocaust must be decentred from 

understandings of British antifascism in the period 1945-67. It will show that the 

constant affinity between Holocaust remembrance and antifascism attested by 

some historians did not exist at this time. However, the thesis will demonstrate 

that the Holocaust was by no means absent from antifascism either: it surfaced 

in agonised discussions within organisations, controversies between groups 

that divided on the question of the Holocaust’s ‘lessons’ for their activism, and 

some politicisations that wielded the genocide to denigrate contemporary 

fascism by association with a ‘Nazi’ past. In this nuanced way, 1945-67 comes 

to be seen as a vital hinge or transitory period when a Holocaust-driven 

antifascism formed, survived and developed, albeit sometimes on the fringes of 

the discourse. It will be argued that the proactive ‘use’ of the Holocaust 

presaged antifascists’ more confident deployment of the genocide in their 

1970s’ campaigns against the National Front (NF).7 

Anson Rabinbach wrote that antifascism has, ‘a history that fits into a very small 

shelf’’, in contrast to the heaving collection of fascist studies which unpick the 

origins, social composition and generic features of fascist movements.8 

Arguments for correcting this imbalance have centred on antifascism’s ‘victory’ 

in 1945 and the movement’s greater social and cultural impacts both in the 

interwar and post-Second World War periods. Michael Seidman declared 

twentieth-century fascism a ‘failure’ while antifascism was a success and 

                                                            
6
 Thurlow, Fascism in Britain, p.203. 

7
 For treatments of these 1970s’ campaigns, see Nigel Copsey, Anti-Fascism in Britain 

(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2000,) pp.115-53 and Paul Gilroy, There Ain’t No Black in 
the Union Jack: The Cultural Politics of Race and Nation, 2

nd
 edn (London: Routledge, 1992. 

Originally published by Unwin Hyman, 1987), p.212.  
8
 Anson Rabinbach, ‘George Mosse and the Culture of Antifascism’, German Politics and 

Society, 18, no.4 (57), Special Issue: George L. Mosse Memorial Symposium (‘Winter 2000’), 
p.3. 
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perhaps the century’s most powerful ideology.9 In the British context, Nigel 

Copsey considered antifascism as neglected social history, since many more 

people were engaged in the movement than were supporters of fascist 

organisations. To give one example by Copsey’s reckoning: membership of 

Mosley’s British Union of Fascists (BUF) peaked at fewer than 50,000 in 1934 

while in that same year up to 150,000 antifascists rallied in London’s Hyde 

Park.10 As this chapter will set out, the intellectual approach to this thesis 

constitutes both a political, structural examination of antifascist organisations 

and, through the use of oral sources, autobiographies and memoirs, a social 

history elucidating activists’ personal motivations for resisting fascism. The 

neglect of antifascism obscures the motivations, hopes and fears of a great 

many ‘ordinary’ British people – which might include the imprint of the Holocaust 

on mass participatory campaigns in which blood was spilt on British streets.  

Writing in 1999, Renton claimed that antifascism has been neglected as a 

corollary of regarding fascism as ‘over’. Here, he confronted Stanley Payne’s 

assertion that fascism was, ‘primarily limited to Europe during the era of the two 

world wars.’11 For Renton, because historians have seen fascism as ‘over’, they 

suppose that the phenomenon can be viewed, ‘with detachment, neither 

favourably nor critically’ and have therefore been, ‘deeply scornful of the very 

idea of anti-fascist history’.12 Renton was right in that treatment of the postwar 

period initially ignored antifascism and the Holocaust, attributing fascism’s 

failure to the absence of an economic crisis perceived as a precondition for the 

far-right’s breakthrough; a tolerant attitude inherent in British liberalism; the first-

past-the-post electoral system; and the fascists’ inadequate, divided leadership. 

                                                            
9
 Michael Seidman, ‘Was the French Popular Front Antifascist?’ in Hugo Garcia, Mercedes 

Yusta, Xavier Tabet and Cristina Climaco (eds), Rethinking Antifascism: History, Memory and 
Politics, 1922 to the Present (Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2016), pp.43-61 (p.43). 
10

 Copsey, Anti-Fascism in Britain, p.2. 
11

 Stanley Payne, A History of Fascism, 1914-1945 (Madison, WI: The University of Wisconsin 
Press, 1995), p.354. 
12

 David Renton, Fascism: Theory and Practice (London: Pluto Books, 1999), p.23. The entire 
postwar period was contained in an ‘aftermath’ chapter in Colin Cross, The Fascists in Britain 
(London: Barrie and Rockliffe, 1961) and almost entirely omitted in Robert Benewick, The 
Fascist Movement in Britain (London: Allen Lane, 1969).   
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More recent texts have increased the focus on British fascism in the period 

1945-67, usually in the form of extended studies of Mosley and the UM.13  

In fact, current events indicate that the far-right is vital and resurgent across the 

globe. This study has coincided, in 2018, with racist violence in Germany 

associated with the nationalist Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) and other far-

right groups, and electoral gains in Sweden by the far-right 

Sverigedemokraterna or ‘Sweden Democrats’. The previous year witnessed the 

‘Unite the Right’ rally in Charlottesville and Marine Le Pen’s second-place 

achievement in the French presidential election. These events, providing 

evidence that the far-right is far from ‘over’, substantiate Renton’s argument for 

the necessity of studying antifascist history. A justification for analysing 

antifascism is to assess its part in preventing a significant fascist revival. For 

those who determine to confront fascism, it is vital to establish whether 

antifascists have always viewed the Holocaust as an insurmountable barrier for 

their opponents or whether the idea of the genocide’s constant antifascist ‘use’ 

is a complacent, ultimately dangerous assumption.  

This chapter will set out the key research aims of this investigation. Next, it will 

continue to place the topic in its historiographical context. Analysing the 

secondary literature also informs the intellectual approach to be applied in this 

study. The chapter draws on the historiography to establish thesis scope, justify 

periodisation and reflect critically on key terms. Finally, the thesis structure will 

be described, chapter-by-chapter. 

Research aims 

To what extent did the Holocaust shape British antifascism between 1945 and 

1967? This central question cannot be addressed in isolation; it will also be 

necessary to provide context by considering whether antifascist discourse 

                                                            
13

 Analysis of fascism’s postwar ‘failure’ includes Neill Nugent, ‘Postwar Fascism?’, in Kenneth 
Lunn and Richard Thurlow (eds), British Fascism: Essays on the Radical Right in Inter-war 
Britain (London: Taylor and Francis, 1980), pp.205-26, and Mike Cronin (ed.), The Failure of 
British Fascism (Basingstoke: Macmillan Press Ltd, 1996). British fascism of the period 1945-67 
has received attention, including in Thurlow, British Fascism, Nicolas Hillman, ‘“Tell me chum, in 
case I got it wrong. What was it we were fighting during the war?” The re-emergence of British 
Fascism, 1945-58’, Contemporary British History, 15, no.4 (2001), pp.1-34, and in a number of 
studies of Mosley which transcend the 1930s such as David S. Lewis, Illusions of Grandeur: 
Mosley, Fascism and British Society, 1931-81 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
1987); Macklin, Very Deeply Dyed; and Dorril, Blackshirt. 
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conformed to or diverged from prevailing national narratives and 

understandings of the genocide. In particular, antifascism’s relationship to the 

Holocaust must be contextualised by the dominant national understanding of 

the Second World War and, within it, Nazi violence.  

This study also explores the extent to which the Holocaust was absent from 

British antifascism. This might have been because of polycausal motivations 

which could have militated against articulation of the genocide. There is also the 

possibility of an active exclusion, perhaps set out in an antifascist directive or an 

unofficial ‘warning off’. What were the contexts in which antifascists felt able – 

or were allowed – to invoke the Holocaust? Was it considered relevant mainly in 

defence of Jewish communities facing renewed antisemitism or was it thought 

to have resonance for newer immigrant groups, perhaps during the 1958 

Notting Hill ‘riots’ or when the far-right targeted black and Asian communities 

during the 1964 General Election? 

The following section explores the historiographical debates that relate to this 

question. It will demonstrate the lack of scholarly attention to the relationship 

between British antifascism and the Holocaust and, in so doing, point to the 

novelty and original contribution of this thesis. There are a number of related 

areas of literature, however, and these provide either the conceptual basis for 

the study or show where antifascist attitudes towards the Holocaust have been 

considered in a broader European context. 

Literature review 

The only study of the Holocaust and political activism in Britain is in the form of 

a book chapter by Tony Kushner, in which the author claimed that the 

Holocaust emerges ‘in a critical manner’ in British anti-racist politics. This needs 

further exploration as the author’s main evidence rests on Tony Benn’s criticism 

of Enoch Powell during the 1970 General Election (Benn compared ‘the flag of 

racialism’ hoisted in Wolverhampton to ‘that fluttered 25 years ago over Dachau 

and Belsen.’). Kushner conceded that this imagery derived as much from 

Benn’s ‘left-wing romantic’ antifascist interpretation of the Second World War as 
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it did from the need to link victims of British racism to the dead of the 

Holocaust.14  

However, several literatures provide a framework for investigating this topic. 

The review begins by analysing the debate over definitions of antifascism; 

conclusions drawn from analysing this debate will validate the pluralistic 

approach to antifascist movements adopted in this thesis. Next, it will address 

works on antifascism that have considered the movement’s relationship to 

Holocaust memory. These sources are usually located in the historiography of 

European communist antifascism, although a small number of British studies 

touch tangentially on the theme. Finally, the literature on Holocaust 

consciousness in Britain will be surveyed: this is essential to preclude an 

anachronistic reaching into the past for knowledge and terms of discourse that 

did not exist between 1945 and 1967. 

‘Incredulity towards metanarratives’: the widening meaning of antifascism 

Rabinbach’s observation on the relatively slight body of antifascist literature 

holds true but does not convey the expansion and keen debate that has been 

taking place since the end of the Cold War. Everything is being fought over, 

from the definition of antifascism onwards. In the light of these conceptual 

reconsiderations, which will be set out in this section, now is the right time to 

reconsider the driving forces behind antifascism – what Rabinbach, writing 

about the 1930s, called the movement’s ‘seductive myths’.15 

Transnational approaches are current, recognising that antifascism has both 

international links and national specificity, but that country case studies have 

dominated up until now. This thesis is pragmatically limited to British antifascism 

but it also serves to restate the importance of such a national focus. In a British 

context, the relationship of Holocaust memory to antifascism has so far only 

been assumed. It will only be after developing knowledge of this relationship 

                                                            
14

 Tony Kushner, ‘Offending the memory? The Holocaust and Pressure Group Politics’ in Tony 
Kushner and Nadia Valman (eds), Philosemitism, Antisemitism and ‘The Jews’: Perspectives 
from the Middle Ages to the Twentieth Century (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004), pp.246-52 (pp.251-
2; p.256). 
15

 Rabinbach, ‘George Mosse’, p.33. 
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that the outcomes can be contributed to any future projects addressing the 

transnational relationship between antifascism and Holocaust remembrance. 

Still, it is not possible to consider definitions of British antifascism in complete 

isolation from what has been considered an ‘ideal type’ of universal movement, 

with its deep attraction to internationalist-minded communists, socialists and 

anarchists (and possibly transnational Jewish and black networks).16 At the 

same time, this study does not attempt a comprehensive overview of works 

centred on the countries that directly experienced fascism, such as Italy, 

Germany, Spain and Portugal, or communist states where antifascism 

represented state ideology and justification. Only a select number of works 

indicative of broad transnational and local developments can be considered. 

Texts that are considered to be relevant here are those that challenge the 

conflation of antifascism with communism, those that explore communist 

approaches to the Holocaust, and broader works that try to widen antifascism’s 

conceptual parameters to include intellectual, individual, liberal and other 

possible forms of antifascism. 

Since the end of the Cold War, the literature on European antifascism has been 

marked by conceptual differences. One set of interpretations is shaped by anti-

communism, rendering antifascism a cynical legitimisation of Stalin’s rule. The 

Popular Front (1934-1939), which allied communist to socialist and liberal 

antifascists, becomes an expedient move to win the USSR support in the face 

of Hitler’s growing threat. For Annie Kriegel and François Furet, this is 

antifascism as ‘myth’: a disguise for Stalin’s murderous purges.17 These 

revisionist attempts contrast with previously recognised pluralism. In the 1980s, 

Larry Ceplair accepted conservative and even ‘reactionary’ antifascism albeit as 

minor components of an intrinsically left-wing phenomenon.18 Roger Griffin got 

at broader Left and genuinely ideological motivations when he wrote that 

antifascists were, ‘inspired by the mobilising myth provided by socialist analysis 

                                                            
16

 Garcia, et al (eds), Rethinking Antifascism, pp.5-6. 
17

 Annie Kriegel, ‘Le myth stalinien par excellence: l’antifaschisme’, in Marcello Flores and 
Francesca Gori (eds), Il Mito dell’ Urss: la cultura occidentale e l’Unione Sovietica (Milan: 
Franco Angeli, 1990); François Furet, The Passing of an Illusion: The idea of Communism in the 
Twentieth Century (Chicago: University of Illinois, 1999), both cited in Garcia et al (eds), 
Rethinking Antifascism, p.3. 
18

 Larry Ceplair, Under the Shadow of War: Fascism, Anti-Fascism and Marxists, 1918-1939 
(New York: Colombia University Press, 1987), pp.2-3. 
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of the crisis of capitalism’.19 And while Eric Hobsbawn championed communists 

as the most systematic and organised advocates of the Popular Front, he 

argued that antifascism was always more than Stalinism: the antifascist alliance 

merely suppressed mutual suspicions on the Left.20      

The other strand that has developed since 1989 regards the idea that 

antifascism was merely communism as one of the discredited grand narratives 

of the twentieth century, driven by what Stéfanie Prezioso called an ‘incredulity 

towards metanarratives’: a postmodernist disaffection with one ideology’s story 

about itself.21 George Mosse warned against viewing antifascism, through the 

prism of the Cold War, as a communist front. This, he said, is to view history 

‘backwards’: antifascists of the 1930s were able to admire the USSR’s stance 

against Hitler but reject its authoritarianism and materialistic analysis of 

history.22 

In Britain, Phil Piratin’s memoir, Our Flag Stays Red, exemplified the communist 

memory narrative of the ‘Battle of Cable Street’ (1936). This story places the 

Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB) at the vanguard of 1930s’ 

antifascism.23 In the 1970s, another communist, Joe Jacobs, challenged 

Piratin’s account. Jacobs pointed out that the party was initially reluctant to 

participate at Cable Street, preferring to rally on the same day in Trafalgar 

Square against Franco. Eventually, the party acquiesced to pressure from 

Jewish antifascists.24 Tony Kushner and Nadia Valman’s edited collection on 

Cable Street has further challenged communist commemoration of the ‘Battle’.25 

In 1992, Morris Beckman’s account of his time in the Jewish antifascist ‘43 

Group’ (1946-1950) marked an important intervention in the historiography.26 It 

sparked debate about the relative importance of the 43 Group versus the CPGB 

                                                            
19 

Roger Griffin, ‘British Fascism: The Ugly Duckling’, in Cronin (ed.), The Failure of British 
Fascism, pp.141-65 (p.162). 
20

 Eric Hobsbawn, The Age of Extremes: 1914-1941 (London: Abacus, 1994), p.147. 
21

 Cited in Garcia et al (eds), Rethinking Antifascism, p.2. 
22

 George Mosse, Confronting History: A Memoir (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin, 2000), 
p.104. 
23

 Phil Piratin, Our Flag Stays Red (London: Thames Publications, 1948), p.23. 
24

 Joe Jacobs, Out of the Ghetto: My Youth in the East End. Communism and Fascism, 1913-
1939 (London: Janet Simon, 1978), p.237. 
25 

Tony Kushner and Nadia Valman (eds), Remembering Cable Street: Fascism and Anti-
Fascism in British Society (London: Vallentine Mitchell and Co, 1999). 
26

 Beckman, The 43 Group. 
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in defeating postwar fascism, with the communists’ role restated by Renton and 

Copsey, in separate works, both of whom engaged directly with Beckman’s 

memoir in addressing the issue.27  

Nevertheless, Copsey has played a vital part in widening the picture of British 

antifascism. He transcended not just left-wing antifascism but ‘the politics of 

hostile activism’ altogether to take in intellectual, media, middle-class, feminist 

and liberal antifascism.28 Copsey made a case for a new ‘antifascist minimum’ 

(the minimum characteristics that define an organisation or individual as 

antifascist), echoing the concern with delineating generic fascism that so 

dominates fascist studies.29 He anticipated and defended his work against 

charges of conceptual stretching by carefully distinguishing between activism 

and ‘the state of being in opposition’ so that antifascism can be both active and 

passive (or ‘liberal’). Liberal antifascism, he argued, can manifest in literature, 

public meetings, petitions, lobbying and education.30 This presents a rationale 

for this thesis’ inclusion of the Board of Deputies of British Jews, an 

organisation still maligned by militant antifascists and on the Left for its 

disapproval of physical confrontation with fascists and supposed inaction in the 

face of fascism in the 1930s and after 1945 (‘having lunch with this MP and that 

MP’, in Beckman’s disparaging assessment).31 Daniel Tilles’ work on the 

Board’s interwar activities against the BUF suggested that the organisation’s 

lobbying, intelligence work and educative strategy represented a much higher 

and more successful degree of liberal antifascist activity than has been 

acknowledged.32  

Tom Buchanan contested the attempt to construct a new antifascist paradigm, 

seizing on the very question of conceptual stretching Copsey raised. He could 

                                                            
27

 Copsey, Anti-Fascism in Britain, p.85; Renton, Fascism, Anti-Fascism and Britain, pp.136-7. 
28

 Nigel Copsey, ‘Preface: Towards a New Anti-Fascist Minimum’ in Nigel Copsey and Andrzej 
Olechnowicz (eds), Varieties of Anti-Fascism: Britain in the Inter-War Period (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), p.xiv. 
29

 See Roger Griffin’s concept of the definitional minimum of fascism in Griffin, The Nature of 
Fascism (London: Pinter Publishers, 1991), p.13. 
30

 Copsey, ‘Preface: Towards a New Anti-Fascist Minimum’, p.xv. 
31

 Morris Beckman, interviewed for ‘Morris Beckman and Britain’s Secret War’, by Bristol 
Radical History Group in conjunction with Bristol Indymedia and Brisol (sic) Antifa, 1 February 
2010, http://www.brh.org.uk/site/events/morris-beckman-and-britains-secret-war/ [accessed 29 
September 2014]. 
32

 Daniel Tilles, British Fascist Antisemitism and Jewish Responses, 1932-40 (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2015), eg, pp.167-9. 

http://www.brh.org.uk/site/events/morris-beckman-and-britains-secret-war/
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not accept that passive antifascism and ‘non-fascism’ are simply ‘two halves of 

the same walnut’ as communist militant antifascism. Buchanan attacked the 

concept of antifascism as a liberal and communist mutual defence of 

‘democracy’, being unable to reconcile the protagonists’ differing notions of this: 

‘Orwell’s haunting image of the Left Book Club member using a spanner to 

smash human faces is perhaps not that far off the mark’.33 Buchanan returned 

to the ‘significant truth’ of violence as intrinsic to antifascist identity.34 

Such an emphasis tends towards heavily gendered conceptualisations of 

antifascism and, indeed, Patrizia Gabrielli noted that the contribution of women 

to Italian antifascism has been obscured by that movement’s ‘temple of virility’.35 

Isabelle Richet showed that women actually played a major part in the Italian 

movement, including as armed partisans (so violent antifascism should not be 

attributed exclusively to male protagonists). Richet noted, against Gabrielli, that 

there is in fact quite a substantial Italian literature on female antifascists but that 

this has seldom been addressed to women’s motivations or explored 

interactions between antifascism and women’s emancipation. Historians have, 

however, to deal with primary sources which tend to reflect patriarchal control of 

antifascist organisations.36  

Julie Gottlieb considered women in British antifascism as a neglected aspect of 

social and political history: according to Gottlieb, antifascism gained the support 

of ‘the vast majority of politicised women’ in the 1930s. Gottlieb stressed the 

affinity between the women’s movement and antifascism because female 

activists identified fascism as the greatest threat to the political and social gains 

they had achieved since the end of the First World War.37 She also claimed that 

the persecution of Jews in Nazi Germany resonated with British female activists 

because it reminded them of the precariousness of their position in their own 
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country. This forms the closest we have to a reflection on the implications of 

Nazi antisemitism for the special motivations of female antifascists.38  

In some measure of similarity to Buchanan although with less insistence on 

violent militancy, Renton maintained that antifascists are people who do 

something; this is what distinguishes them from mere non-fascists.39 This 

activism must be expressed through collective action: fascism cannot be beaten 

by individuals.40 However, his interpretation was broad enough to include the 

‘mundane work’ of educating non-fascists about the dangers of fascism.41 The 

possibility of an educative antifascism (and the potential to promote Holocaust 

awareness) again points to the inclusion of the Board of Deputies in this thesis, 

ironically against Renton’s narrower class focus. The Board, Renton argued, 

was ‘the least avowedly antifascist’ Anglo-Jewish body because it represented 

middle-class Jews living furthest away from sites of antisemitic violence such as 

London’s East End. Meanwhile, according to Renton, the most actively 

antifascist Jews were working-class CPGB members.42 Class analysis is crucial 

to Renton’s interpretation. A key difference of this thesis is its pluralistic 

approach to antifascism beyond such a focus on class, including as a form of 

ethnic communal defence. This difference, it will be demonstrated, facilitates an 

understanding of the Holocaust’s role in British antifascism. 

The historiographical challenge to the idea that antifascism was synonymous 

with communism has two functions for this thesis. It validates the analysis of 

liberal, middle-class antifascism and movements which actively sought to 

present themselves as apolitical, presenting a point of departure from Renton’s 

class-based analysis.43 Then, historians have highlighted how communist 

antifascism obscured the Holocaust; recognition of other types of antifascism 
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creates the rationale for analysing how diverse movements have approached 

the genocide.  

The following section looks at analyses of antifascists’ relationship to the 

Holocaust. It does so in the contexts of European communist antifascism, the 

possibility of a pan-European postwar antifascist consensus, and antifascism in 

Britain specifically. 

Threatened to vanish beneath the antifascist struggle?: Reflections on 

antifascist approaches to the Holocaust 

Antifascist historiography has increasingly revealed how Marxist analyses of 

fascism militated against Holocaust remembrance. Rabinbach suggested that 

‘well before 1945’, left-wing antifascists had obscured Nazi racial politics by 

absorbing National Socialism into a generic model of fascism which was then 

viewed through the prism of anti-capitalism.44 Dan Stone noted that seeing 

National Socialism as ‘German Fascism’ meant that antifascists often missed 

the ‘special edge’ of Nazi racism.45 In his analysis of the Eastern Bloc 

communist states created after 1945, Thomas Fox identified a fusion of Marxist 

ideology with celebration of the partisans. This resulted in a ‘hierarchy of 

victims’, with ‘passive’ Jews ranked, if at all, far below activist martyrs to the 

communist cause.46  

Jeffrey Herf’s work on the German Democratic Republic (GDR) picked out how 

Jewish victimhood was irreconcilable with the dominant focus on class 

struggle.47 In another GDR case study, Dan Diner explored how communist 

antifascism ‘ultimately stripped Auschwitz of its core’ because of the state’s 

inability to recognise victims of Nazism as prey to racist extermination and not 

only political oppression.48 A less tangibly political impact on remembrance has 
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been identified, again by Diner. Auschwitz offended against Marxists’ optimistic 

assessment of historical development. The establishment of the ‘new 

democracies’ was heralded as a profoundly optimistic moment in history and, 

‘the eerie indication that Auschwitz meant the end of all optimist historical 

philosophy...was understood as an assault on individual as well as political 

identity and was countered with corresponding anger’.49 For Enzo Traverso, 

Auschwitz presented Marxist intellectuals with a ‘caesura in history’, a first 

reverse in the path of human progress: the memory of the Holocaust had to be 

brought back under control.50 

A number of historians have pointed to universalising tendencies within 

antifascism and their impact on particularism. Before the Holocaust, Aurel 

Kolnai insisted that Jewish people’s ‘hysterical vituperation of Hitlerism’ was no 

basis for antifascism, which should instead oppose Nazism’s ‘negation of 

mankind’.51 Reflecting on the Spanish Civil War, Mosse wrote:  

 the plight of the Jews threatened to vanish beneath the antifascist struggle, which we 

 regarded as a struggle for the freedom from tyranny of all peoples, including the Jews.
52

 

Pieter Lagrou identified how antifascism’s inherently universalistic nature 

shrouded the Holocaust. Antifascist commemorative discourse was ‘inclusive of 

all victims’ of the Nazis, grouping all the dead as antifascists but not recognizing 

the Holocaust as separate from this ‘holistic, anti-fascist martyrdom’. For this 

reason, Lagrou argued, many Jewish Holocaust survivors identified strongly 

with antifascism, coming to frame their experiences as politically-conceived 

persecution rather than the result of special targeting by Nazi eliminationist 

antisemitism.53 Emphasis on Jewish identity was, ‘not what many survivors, 

whose survival had depended on the opposite, asked for at the time.’54 
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Against this idea, Max Kaiser argued that the Holocaust galvanised a distinctly 

Jewish antifascism, characterised by a new-found sense of international Jewish 

consciousness and solidarity. Kaiser’s analysis of three Jewish left-wing 

magazines, one each from the USA, UK and Australia, points to a shared 

progressive Jewish culture representing ‘antifascist values’ as opposed to 

bourgeois or Zionist ideals.55 The left-wing focus of the study, however, makes it 

difficult to separate out the Holocaust’s influence from Jewish-Left assumptions 

of the time (during a transient period before the first stages of the emerging 

Cold War when expressions of Jewish internationalism were made permissible 

by Soviet attitudes).56  

It has been suggested that a postwar antifascist consensus actively blocked 

Holocaust remembrance. Tony Judt identified a postwar search for ‘serviceable 

myths’ of antifascism and resistance across Europe, intrinsic to which was the 

imperative to put away the fascist past and start again. For Judt, Europe’s 

postwar recovery could not have been possible without the resulting ‘collective 

amnesia’; obscuration of the Holocaust also resulted from most Europeans’ 

sense that ‘World War Two had not been about the Jews’ and deep resentment 

that Jewish suffering might claim ‘pride of place’.57 

Stone’s history of postwar Europe rests on a grand narrative of pan-European 

antifascism. He implied that this meant a ‘consensus of silence’ about the 

Holocaust: 

 In Western Europe, this antifascism meant not the celebration of brave partisans 

 overthrowing fascist barbarism with the help of the Red Army, but an anonymous victory 

 over ‘evil’ and silence over the substantial levels of support for fascism/Nazism in 

 former Axis countries.
58
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According to Stone, discomforting memories were displaced in favour of stories 

that spoke to security, rebuilding and ‘wholeness’. Both left-wing antifascism, 

which demanded social transformation in the memory of the war dead and 

partisans, and the ‘conservative antifascism’ of Christian Democrats, which saw 

civilisation threatened by the erosion of traditional values, decentred Holocaust 

commemoration because Jewish victims, ‘were neither suitably heroic nor 

representative of national glory’.59 There is conceptual stretching here: to what 

extent did so-called ‘conservative antifascism’ rest on social order and 

patriotism rather than ideological opposition to fascism? The author 

acknowledged the Cold War shift from antifascism to anti-communism but did 

not regard this as undermining his central thesis, including in the compromise 

for antifascism surely suggested by Franco’s rehabilitation.60 

Judt and Stone built on arguments made by Geoff Eley, who included more 

detail on the British context. Eley argued for Clement Attlee’s Labour 

government (1945-1951) as ‘analogous’ to antifascism, despite the 

marginalisation of the term itself to the fringes of political discourse.61 The 

conceptualisation is again problematic. Eley thought the legacies of the anti-

Nazi alliance were a commitment to democracy, egalitarianism and ‘patriotic 

decency’ but it is ultimately unclear in his work to what extent ‘the people’s 

peace’ was made to make sense of imposed sacrifice or was an ideological 

reaction to fascism and National Socialism.62  

For Copsey, the incorporation of antifascism into British national identity was 

decisive in marginalising postwar fascism.63 However, this assertion led Andrzej 

Olechnowicz to question which of a number of ‘anti-fascisms’ was canonised in 

Britain after 1945: ‘certainly the Churchillian brand’ of patriotic antifascism, but 

not necessarily left-wing antifascism – and Olechnowicz did not mention a 

Holocaust-inspired variant.64 Indeed, Richard Weight argued that postwar 

British antifascism was founded on ‘comforting’ Churchillian myths which 
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stressed the defence of British identity and heritage in the face of Nazism.65 For 

Weight, the antisemitic riots of 1947 in several British cities, sparked by events 

in Mandate Palestine, confirmed the exclusion of Jews from the national myth. 

In this analysis, Jewish concern with the fate of European brethren operated 

outside the national consensus.66   

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, some attention was given to antifascist 

opponents of the UM and newer far-right groups. David Butler and Richard 

Rose included antifascists in their study of the 1959 General Election and the 

failure of Mosley’s UM to make political gains at the expense of black people in 

North Kensington.67 In 1965, George Thayer’s study of contemporary fringe 

political groups was unusual in including a non-communist antifascist 

organisation, the Yellow Star Movement (YSM). Thayer found invocations of the 

Holocaust. He recorded crowds confronting Colin Jordan’s National Socialist 

Movement (NSM) in 1962 with chants of ‘Belsen, Belsen, Belsen’ and 

‘Auschwitz, Auschwitz, Auschwitz’.68 This evidence casts doubt on later claims 

that Holocaust consciousness barely existed at the time, although arguably it 

was confined to an activist fringe. Thayer was writing about the period 

immediately after the trial of Adolf Eichmann (1961-2), which Andy Pearce 

would later claim failed to ‘ignite the emotions’ in Britain that it did elsewhere, 

particularly in the USA.69  

Beckman’s book on the 43 Group was striking for its privileging of the Holocaust 

in the Group’s motivations and identity. Its introduction by Vidal Sassoon, a 

teenaged member of the Group before he became a famous hairdresser, sets 

up a tale of Holocaust-driven outrage at the postwar fascist revival: ‘“Never 

again!” became a command not a slogan, and so the 43 Group was born’.70 

Beckman stressed how the Holocaust impacted on the 43 Group’s collective 

identity: 
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 Above all, it was the unfolding extent of the concentration camp horrors that really 

 unhinged us all. It imbued every ex-serviceman with a sick sense of shame that no 

 action had ever been taken to try to save the camp inmates.
71

 

Published in 1992, Beckman’s account might represent a retrospective 

foregrounding of the Holocaust as a reflection of the stronger presence of the 

genocide in public discourse at that point of publication than at the time of the 

Group’s activism. This thesis will explore the potential dissonance between 

institutional archival sources and recently captured memories such as those of 

Beckman and Sassoon. 

The year 2000 witnessed publication of the first monographs with major foci on 

British postwar antifascism. Copsey’s Anti-Fascism in Britain represents a first 

synthesis of British antifascist literature and a comprehensive history of 

antifascism, with a substantial postwar section. Renton’s work of the same year 

focused on the fascist resurgence of 1945-1951. Both authors justified their 

detailed analyses of antifascism by arguing that the historiography of British 

fascism, especially of the BUF and the 1970s’ National Front (NF), far 

outweighs the political impact of fascist parties, in contrast to the social and 

cultural importance of antifascism.72  

Neither work focused on the Holocaust, although both made useful 

observations on the topic. Copsey argued that liberal Jewish antifascism was 

motivated by the Holocaust: the Board of Deputies and the Association of 

Jewish Ex-Servicemen and Woman (AJEX) openly attacked fascism per se 

because of the genocide, whereas in the 1930s they had separated 

antisemitism from fascism to avoid a politicised struggle against the BUF (a 

view contested by Tilles’ emphasis on the Board’s 1930s’ antifascism).73 

Describing the YSM in some detail, Copsey noted the movement’s evocative 

yellow star symbolism, chosen for its reference to the murdered Jews of 

Europe.74 Copsey covered the Jewish ‘62 Group’ of the 1960s in similar depth, 

describing how the Jewish Aid Committee of Britain (JACOB), which advocated 

for the 62 Group, attacked the perceived timidity and inaction of the Board on 
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the basis of lessons from the past: his sources reveal that this argument centred 

on the Holocaust although this is not explicit in Copsey’s text.75 Renton drew on 

oral testimony archived at the Jewish Museum London in his observation that, 

‘Especially for Jewish anti-fascists, there was enormous anger about the 

Holocaust.’76  However, dissonance between these later oral sources and the 43 

Group’s original rhetoric is suggested by Copsey’s analysis of the Group’s On 

Guard newspaper, which revealed less focus on recent Jewish experience than 

on reaching out to a broad, non-sectarian antifascist alliance.77  

Copsey’s views on the integral position of postwar antifascism are paradoxical. 

Implicit in his analysis is the idea that exactly because rejection of fascism 

became a ‘given’ in national life, those driven to militant antifascism must have 

had special motivations. Thus, Copsey argued that antifascist activism 

immediately after the war became the preserve of a, ‘core of Jewish ex-

servicemen understandably sensitised and radicalised by the Nazi genocide’. 

Later, the growing audiences and membership numbers of fascist 

organisations, especially after the formation of the UM in 1948, meant that 

antifascist opposition had to transcend this Jewish core to include left-wing, 

liberal and even Conservative elements.78 Similarly, Renton suggested that the 

motivations and tactics of Jewish antifascists could exemplify the overall 

movement only while fascist meetings were small-scale and isolated, in the 

period 1945-1948. After that, only the CPGB could mobilise the numbers 

needed to confront Mosley.79  

Some useful material can be found in the sub-section of CPGB historiography 

that explores Jewish participation and the party’s broader analysis of Marxist 

approaches to ‘the Jewish question’. This literature has developed particularly 

since the 1990s and again reflects a more pluralistic approach over what was 

once a strictly class analysis. Henry Srebrnik argued that the Popular Front and 

Second World War enabled an ethnic mobilisation of British Jews around 

concerns common to communists and the Anglo-Jewish community: especially 
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fascist antisemitism. He noted Jewish support for the Red Army from 1941 as 

the only force capable of ending the Holocaust.80 Stephan Wendehorst 

highlighted how the CPGB’s National Jewish Committee (NJC) pressed the 

wider party to revise its long-standing antipathy to Zionism as news of the 

Holocaust emerged.81  

Jason Heppell dealt with the wartime relationship between the Soviet Jewish 

Anti-Fascist Committee (JAC), which was then documenting the Holocaust in 

the USSR, and the NJC.82 However, Heppell concluded that the CPGB did not 

formulate a policy on the Jewish question: its strategies in areas such as the 

East End were always class-driven and not intended to achieve synthesis with 

the ‘Jewish street’.83  

Stephen Cullen agreed that the party presented a class analysis of problems 

faced by Jews throughout the world. However, he argued that the CPGB was 

able to attract ‘Jews qua Jews’ through its emphasis on Soviet achievements 

such as the creation of the Jewish Autonomous Region of Birobidzhan in 1934 

and the official proscribing of antisemitism; this appeal ensured that many Jews 

who joined the party did so as ‘Jewish communists’ rather than ‘communist 

Jews’, the subtle semantic shift denoting that their commitment to Marxism-

Leninism had not diminished their sense of Jewish identity.84 

These studies suggest the need to assess whether the CPGB’s attitudes 

towards the Holocaust departed from purely class-based analyses and the 

extent to which recognition of racial victimhood indicated a changed approach 

to the question of race within British communist politics. Evan Smith, although 
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little concerned with the Holocaust, argued that anti-racism has increasingly 

challenged the centrality of the class struggle to the CPGB’s thinking.85 

The following section considers in historiographical context the level of 

Holocaust consciousness through which antifascists might have negotiated 

strategies, identities and rhetoric. It also identifies reflections on the variety of 

terms used between 1945 and 1967 for the genocide, at a time when ‘the 

Holocaust’ was not in widespread use.  

Holocaust remembrance in Britain 

Kushner suggested that the clash between Benn and Powell was important 

exactly because of the absence of the Holocaust in political discourse until that 

point. According to Kushner, the Holocaust would have been difficult to politicise 

for any purpose, by any agent, since the concept of a Jewish tragedy separable 

from the Second World War had not yet crystallised. Kushner said that this was 

true even during the Nuremberg Trials in 1945. In this analysis, Holocaust 

consciousness remained almost non-existent well into the 1950s and 1960s. 

This, Kushner thought, was the result of the small number of Jewish survivors, 

Anglo-Jewish rejection of ‘special pleading’ in a liberal society antipathetic to 

ethnic particularism, and British collective war memory with its focus on 

patriotism and unifying effort.86  

Kushner’s study is consistent with a dominant interpretation of the trajectory of 

Holocaust remembrance in Britain and in liberal democracies generally. Via a 

series of markers, ‘the Holocaust’ is held to have slowly solidified as a distinct, 

singular event, defined almost exclusively by the extermination of Jews. The 

Eichmann trial is often cited as one of the first landmark events in this 

process.87 Other seminal events have been identified as the Second Auschwitz 
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Trial (1963-5), the ‘Six-Day War’ (1967), and the broadcastings of the Holocaust 

miniseries (1978) and Schindler’s List (1994).88 

Kushner cautioned historians not to believe that the camp liberations of spring 

1945 revealed the full horrors of the Holocaust: this would be to use a 

‘deceptively simple chronology’.89 For example, Richard Bolchover argued that 

Nazi extermination policy was well understood and unhesitatingly transmitted by 

the British press as early as 1942.90 Earlier, Bernard Wasserstein set out a 

chronology culminating in the declaration of 17 December 1942 of 11 Allied 

governments, read out by Anthony Eden in the House of Commons, which 

referred to the ‘Final Solution’.91 But Wasserstein’s was by no means a ‘simple’ 

chronology. He charted how official reactions, guided by ‘liberal principle’, 

insisted that the Jews not be identified as a distinct entity, let alone an ‘Allied 

people’, and not separated out from among the victims of the nations to which 

they belonged.92  

Kushner’s argument centred on what happened after liberation: there was a 

long delay in connecting the camps to Jewish victimhood and making the 

Holocaust central to narratives of the War.93 Focusing on the liberation of 

Bergen-Belsen, Kushner extended Jon Bridgman’s observation that the 

contemporary accounts, including the BBC radio broadcast from the camp by 

Richard Dimbleby in April 1945, made remarkably few references to Jews.94 In 

accounting for Bridgman’s observations, Kushner argued that the liberal 

ideology of postwar Britain militated against expressions of ethnic particularism; 
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he also pointed to a desire not to perpetuate the very Nazi doctrine of Jewish 

separateness in relation to their countries of origin.95 

Joanne Reilly suggested that the liberation of Belsen quickly became a 

landmark moment in British collective memory of the war. Permeating British 

consciousness through the vivid, disturbing images of its liberation, Belsen 

entered public and political discourse in 1945 in a way that the extermination 

camps in Poland had not yet done. The liberation of ‘our camp’ squared with a 

sense of national identity and mission, so that Belsen became, and remains, a 

vindication of Britain’s war effort. Reilly noted that deflection of attention away 

from Jewishness was partly to repudiate the antisemitic trope of Britain fighting 

a ‘Jews’ War’.96 Building on these ideas, Aimee Bunting argued that the 

Holocaust arrived in Britain within the ‘reassuring parameters’ of the national 

narrative of the Second World War. ‘Britain’s own Holocaust’ was incorporated, 

understood - and ultimately controlled - only through a definition of 

Britishness.97  

Kushner argued that the nature of Belsen obscured the Holocaust for several 

decades after 1945. For all its horrors, this was not an extermination camp like 

Auschwitz-Birkenau, Treblinka or Belżec. The fact that it was this type of 

concentration camp that the Western Allies encountered led to the popular 

emphasis on Nazi ‘atrocities’ and ‘bestiality’ rather than the systematic racial 

annihilation which is central to the modern paradigm of the Holocaust, with 

Auschwitz as its dominant motif.98 Reilly contested chronologies of 

understanding, arguing that Belsen and ‘the Final Solution’ did not impact on 

Britain at the same time. The camp has only more recently been reconnected to 

Auschwitz, through understandings of the inter-relationship of the entire camp 

system.99 Andy Pearce noted how German camps such as Belsen and Dachau, 
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rather than Auschwitz, continued to act as metonyms for the Holocaust well into 

the 1970s.100  

Peter Novick’s work on the Holocaust and collective memory, although focused 

on the USA, speaks to a wider western liberal context. It has come to exemplify 

the insistence on muted remembrance before the end of the 1960s. Novick 

argued that the Holocaust was originally perceived as part of the global conflict 

in which over 60 million people had died, so that Americans’ immediate impulse 

was to reach a universalistic understanding of the killings. The Holocaust is a 

‘retrospective construction’: an anachronism if we search for it in prior 

decades.101 As such, the genocide was barely noticeable in public discourse, 

hardly more present in Jewish rhetoric and, because of the avoidance of special 

pleading, absent especially in Jewish rhetoric aimed at non-Jewish 

audiences.102 However, in a striking contradiction of his main thesis, Novick 

described the frequency with which the Communist Party USA (CPUSA) 

featured the Holocaust during the early stages of the Cold War. Party members 

were required to invoke ‘the six million’ against West German rearmament.103 

According to Novick, the Holocaust moved to the centre of American 

consciousness via identity politics, as Israel became more important to 

American Jews. The genocide was wielded on behalf of Israel during the Arab-

Israeli Wars of 1967 and 1973 - both times of perceived existential threat to 

Israel.104 Controversially, Novick claimed that while American Jews had 

previously rejected victimhood, they came to define themselves through the 

Holocaust. Novick also identified Holocaust invocations in competitive identity 

politics between Jewish and black militants: ‘Never Again!’, he claimed, was 

popularised by the right-wing extremist rabbi Meir Kahane, ‘in the first instance, 

in anti-black posturing’.105 
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A number of American historians have contested Novick’s views. Kirsten 

Fermaglich agreed that the Holocaust had indeed not achieved a ‘sacred space’ 

in American culture in the late 1950s and early 1960s. However, she maintained 

that this gave Jews a freedom to use Holocaust analogy to comment on aspects 

of American life – in ways that might seem inappropriate to those who now 

argue for the Holocaust’s uniqueness. Fermaglich cited Betty Friedan on 

women’s homes as ‘comfortable concentration camps’; Stanley Elkins’ 

comparison of slavery and the Holocaust; and Stanley Milgram’s invocation of 

Nazi psychology in his electric shock experiments.106 In so doing, Fermaglich 

showed that the Holocaust had in fact permeated consciousness at this time. 

Also in response to Novick, Hasia Diner claimed that the Holocaust actually 

‘infused every sector of American Jewry’ in the 1950s and 1960s.107 Diner 

looked to the archives of Jewish communal institutions, high school literary 

productions, yeshivot [rabbinical seminaries], philanthropic, cultural and social 

organisations, finding that, ‘all had a share in remembering the six million and in 

using their memory to shape the postwar world.’108 Diner pointed to the 

catalysing effect of world events on Jewish commemoration in America: the 

popular success of John Hersey’s The Wall (1950) about the Warsaw Ghetto, 

the publication of The Diary of Anne Frank in English (1952), revelations of 

Soviet antisemitism, and the Conference of Jewish Material Claims Against 

Germany (established in 1951), among many others.109  

Diner emphasised that American Jews navigated remembrance painfully and 

without the guidance of a central body.110 There was no uniform way of 

describing ‘the Holocaust’. Instead, American Jews ‘tried out’ myriad words and 

images such as ‘Hitler’s dark reign’, ‘Hitler times’, ‘the Great Catastrophe’, ‘the 

six million’, ‘the concentration camps’ and the Shoah [‘destruction’ in Hebrew]. 

                                                            
106

 Kirsten Fermaglich, American Dreams and Nazi Nightmares: Early Holocaust Consciousness 
and Liberal America, 1957-1965 (Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press, 2006). 
107

 Diner, We Remember with Reverence, p.3. 
108

 Ibid, p.13. 
109

 Ibid, p.16. 
110

 Ibid, p.13. 



32 
 

Little importance was placed on semantic differences; these and other terms 

were used interchangeably.111 

Diner suggested that an arguably disproportionate involvement of Jews in the 

civil rights movement was done ‘boldly in the name of American Jewry’ and with 

equally prominent invocations of the Holocaust.112 A nascent area of Holocaust 

literature explores how the genocide relates to other collective memories, 

including of racism, slavery, imperialism and decolonisation. Michael Rothberg 

confronted the idea of ‘competitive memory’ suggested by Novick’s work on 

identity politics. Instead, Rothberg argued that Holocaust remembrance has not 

necessarily meant the exclusion of the memories of racism and slavery. He 

urged the reconsideration of memory as ‘multidirectional’ – a dynamic site of 

cross-referencing, borrowing and negotiation. In a pliable public space, 

memories of the Holocaust and racism are not ‘owned’ by discrete, partisan 

groups but inform each other through a complex series of dialogical 

encounters.113 Rothberg argued that Holocaust remembrance, through analogy 

and shared language, boosted the expression of other stories, including of 

slavery, the Algerian War of Independence (1954-62) and modern genocides in 

Cambodia and Bosnia.114 Holocaust remembrance was mutually informing with 

decolonization and civil rights activism.115 Among the many sources Rothberg 

cited are W.E.B Du Bois’ reflections on how visiting the Warsaw Ghetto in 1949 

led to his new understanding that racism cuts across ‘colour’ because of its 

basis in cultural practices and distorted pedagogy; and Charlotte Delbo’s 

utilisation of her Auschwitz experience to condemn France’s war in Algeria.116 

The question of the extent to which Jewish antifascism interacted with other 

ethnic communal forms of antifascism via Holocaust memory will be addressed 

in this thesis, marking an original enquiry into the genocide’s potential as 

multidirectional memory in a British context. 
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Addressing similar themes, Daniel Levy and Natan Sznaider pointed to the 

development of global, ‘cosmopolitan’ memory cultures.117 They argued that the 

cosmopolitanization of memory occurs when global concerns are incorporated 

into national societies, lending an international moral frame of reference to local 

experiences. Universal notions of ‘good and evil’ have attached to the 

Holocaust and made it applicable for various collective memories.118 An 

important marker in the globalisation of Holocaust memory came when the 

genocide was linked to contemporary racism, beginning in the USA. Race, the 

great agony of American history, was also at the centre of political discourse in 

the USA during the late 1960s and early 1970s when, the authors argue, 

Holocaust remembrance was developing, so that the question of why the 

Holocaust should be remembered resonated with contemporary struggles.119  

In Britain, little has been written about intra-communal relationships between 

Jews and newer immigrant groups; there has been little consideration of the 

memories of antisemitism, the Holocaust, racism and colonialism as points of 

convergence or antagonism. This situation contrasts to that of the USA, where a 

distinct historiography addresses relations between black people and Jews. In 

particular, this literature engages with perceptions of what Cornell West 

considered the nadir of black-Jewish relations in the late 1960s.120 At that time, 

a bleak discourse focused on competition for jobs and leadership of the civil 

rights movement, black antisemitism, Jewish opposition to affirmative action 

because this was considered to exclude and so disadvantage Jews, mutual 

recriminations and perceptions of betrayal.  

West revealed little ‘multidirectional memory’. He argued that few black people 

recognized the historical suffering of Jewish people because the affluent nature 

of American Jewry made this hard to comprehend.121 In a contradictory idea, 

West held that black antisemitism also derived from knowledge of Jewish 

persecution: when black people witnessed the rise of ‘Jewish neoconservatism’ 
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they sensed the betrayal of an assumed solidarity in oppression.122 Israel 

became a divisive factor. Without a sympathetic understanding of the 

Holocaust, West claimed that many black people did not grasp the deep 

meaning of Israel to Jews. Meanwhile, American Jews often failed to see how 

the plight of the Palestinians resonated with black people who felt that they too 

were permanent underdogs in a deeply unfair society.123  

Outside the USA, affinity between racism and antisemitism – including the 

Holocaust – has sometimes been contested. Frantz Fanon acknowledged the 

intimacy of racism and antisemitism, describing the ‘Jew’ as ‘my brother in 

misery’.124 But he also saw the potential of this Jew to be ‘unknown’ in his 

Jewishness, as a white man ‘who can sometimes go unnoticed’:  

 Granted, the Jews are harassed – what am I thinking of? They are hunted down, 

 exterminated, cremated. But these are little family quarrels. The Jew is disliked from the 

 moment he is tracked down...I am given no change. I am overdetermined from without. I 

 am not the slave of the ‘idea’ that others have of me but of my own appearance.
125 

Such a stark assessment of qualitative difference between the two prejudices 

(‘little family quarrels’!) is missing in the British context, within an overall picture 

of lack of attention to the relationship between the two communities. Copsey did 

explore how the Board of Deputies’ Jewish Defence Committee (JDC) 

intervened against Mosley’s UM in the aftermath of the Notting Hill race riots; 

however, he did not analyse the extent to which this involvement drew on 

Jewish experiences or how the local black community related to Jewish 

intervention.126  

‘Silence’ about the Holocaust in Britain has been challenged. David Cesarani, 

while cautioning that it is indeed anachronistic to look in the immediate postwar 

period for ‘the Holocaust’ so-termed, identified that, ‘time and again, 

contemporaries remarked on the singularly appalling treatment of the Jews by 
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the Nazis’.127 He repudiated the ‘myth of silence’, arguing that initial 

memorialisation of the Holocaust was actually ‘too successful’. Cesarani pointed 

to a ‘flood’ of literature that would today be termed Holocaust-related, albeit that 

tended towards sensationalism and prurience connected with sexual abuse and 

sadism in the Nazi camps. This lurid nature ensured that, by the end of the 

1940s, the public had ‘turned away’. Until then, the Holocaust was articulated 

implicitly in the contexts of camp liberations, continuing European antisemitism, 

the plight of Jewish displaced persons (DP) attempting to reach Palestine, and 

broad sympathy for Zionism.128  

This review concludes with Andy Pearce’s nuanced study of the situation in 

Britain. Pearce acknowledged that a niche and ‘jumbled’ Holocaust awareness 

existed in Britain before the mid-1970s. However, Pearce heard a much less 

audible reverberation of the genocide than did Cesarani: while there was, 

‘clearly not silence....so there was not an over-whelming cacophony of 

sound’.129 Pearce referred to Stone’s argument that the Holocaust was privately 

understood but less tangible in public spaces: it might have presented as a 

gesture, a shudder or a fleeting glimpse of a tattooed arm.130  

Conclusion 

Recent trends in antifascist studies facilitate this investigation. Recognition of 

pluralistic ‘antifascisms’, such as in the work of Copsey and Olechnowicz, points 

to the need to study antifascist approaches to the Holocaust beyond the 

traditional, narrow scope of communist antifascism. At the same time, the 

literature on Jewish participation in the CPGB has led to some observations on 

the impact of the Holocaust on British communism. These works suggest the 

necessity of further exploration of this theme, despite the general 

historiographical assessment that European communism obscured the 

Holocaust. 
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Finally, those historians such as Cesarani, Bolchover and Wasserstein who 

have challenged the ‘myth of silence’ provide an important counterpoint to 

arguments that the very act of searching for the Holocaust in political activism 

before the late 1960s is anachronistic. They provide at least the evidential 

means to assert that the investigation itself is a valid one – that there is a 

historiographical tradition of ‘finding the Holocaust’ in British public discourse in 

the period 1945-67. 

This chapter will now continue to draw on the historiography as it sets out the 

intellectual approach to this thesis in detail. It begins by defining the key terms 

used in this study, before justifying the periodisation, explaining methods and 

sources, and finally providing a chapter-by-chapter thesis structure.  

Key terms 

‘Antifascism’ 

Recognition of the ‘antifascisms’ active between 1945 and 1967 facilitates a 

wide research scope. The rhetorical importance of the Holocaust can be 

investigated not just within left-wing antifascism but in liberal and ethnic 

variants. This brings in a variety of forces that might have limited or encouraged 

articulation of the genocide, including Marxism, liberal notions of universalism 

and ethnic particularism.  

All the organisations covered in this study were demonstrably engaged in action 

against fascism, whether militant, educative or legalistic in nature. Pursuing 

Stone’s idea that ‘antifascism’ galvanised even forces which repudiated the 

term would lead to a significant loss of focus on key research aims in trying to 

verify his claim.131 At the same time, self-appellation is important but not 

essential when an organisation expressed tangible antifascist attitudes and 

concrete policies. The Board of Deputies used the language of ‘defence’ rather 

than antifascism. That the traditionalist, middle-class Board might have 

disassociated from a word so infused with communism is a reasonable 

supposition, although not provable from the large body of evidence looked at for 

this study. The remit of the Board’s JDC, originally established as the Co-
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ordinating Committee (CoC) in 1936, encompassed more than resisting Mosley 

and so the JDC cannot be considered to be synonymous with antifascism. The 

CoC’s original responsibilities included anti-defamation, intelligence work, 

lobbying politicians to deal with both fascist and non-fascist antisemitic activity 

and, indeed, discouraging the Jewish community from militant forms of 

antifascism. At the same time, however, the whole impetus for a dedicated 

defence organisation was fascist antisemitic propaganda, and antifascism 

remained central to the JDC’s work throughout the period covered by this 

thesis.132 The Board’s antifascist identity will be more than amply justified: it 

promoted explicitly ‘antifascist’ literature, denounced fascists and not just their 

antisemitism, and jointly organised with avowedly antifascist organisations, 

among much else.  

Likewise, the idea of an ‘antifascist postwar Britain’, as advanced by Stone and 

Eley, remains too contested in the literature to be incorporated without a loss of 

focus. Indeed, the only concrete evidence here points in the opposite direction: 

Renton and Macklin have explored how state resources were deployed against 

Left and Jewish antifascists in the late 1940s, in the context of anti-

communism.133 

Following Renton and the importance of ‘doing something’, this is a study of 

organised antifascist activism, although of differing forms. Individuals unaligned 

to antifascist movements also did and many of them could have been included 

here: Tom Driberg, Frederic Mullally, Denis Pritt and Victor Gollancz are all 

potential names for studying the antifascism of individuals. To include them 

would be to add a considerable level of narrative complexity in determining how 

they interacted with organised movements. More importantly, the extent to 

which individual agency facilitated expression of the Holocaust is a further 

question, deserving of dedicated future research. 

While acknowledging the role of women in antifascism and that this forms a 

neglected area of the historiography, the study does not have a specific focus 
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on this issue. Instead, some of the examples of antifascist violence described in 

this study are distinct expressions of masculine virility, sometimes as reactions 

to the Holocaust but also as ‘compensation’ for missing out on the fighting of the 

Second World War, a response to schoolyard antisemitism or a means of 

winning the ‘respect’ of the fascists through defeating them in fist fights, among 

other factors. The role that perceptions of Nazi antisemitism played in the 

interactions between feminism and antifascism, as touched on by Gottlieb, 

again suggests an important area for future research. 

The spatial dimensions of British antifascism are incidental here. The 

dominance of London reflects the origins and centralised nature of many of the 

antifascist organisations and the importance of East London, and especially 

Ridley Road, as a site of battle between fascists and antifascists. However, 

postwar antifascism had important regional contexts and variations, and the 

thesis has interrogated ‘provincial’ sources and described incidents in centres 

outside London. 

‘The Holocaust’ 

This is principally understood by historians as the ‘systematic’ murder of six 

million Jews by the Nazis; this definition has also been the dominant one in 

Holocaust historiography to date. Martin Gilbert, for example, described ‘the 

systematic attempt to destroy all European Jews – an attempt now known as 

the Holocaust’.134 This was the definition set out by Ronnie S. Landau in his 

study of the ‘Nazi Holocaust’ and likewise by Peter Hayes when he wrote of, 

‘the Nazi attempt to eradicate the Jews of Europe [which constituted] the 

emblematic event of the Twentieth Century’.135 Beyond historical literature, this 

is the definition that shapes national commemoration as expressed in the official 

rationales of three major Holocaust centres and memorial sites.136  
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Such approaches, sometimes characterised in a less than neutral way as 

‘judeocentric’, might acknowledge that the Jews were far from the Nazis’ only 

victims but maintain that they occupied a place of special hatred in Nazi 

ideology and, according to Neil Levi and Michael Rothberg, ‘can be 

differentiated – albeit carefully and with a simultaneous sense of connectedness 

– from that of other victim groups.’137 John Connelly argued that other target 

groups were treated inconsistently by the Nazis: although victims of mass 

murder, they were not considered dangerous enough to require urgent or 

(tautologically) total annihilation, unlike the Jews.138 For Peter Hayes and John 

Roth, the contrasting coherence of Nazi eliminationist antisemitism defines the 

Holocaust.139  

And yet the Nazis murdered a great many people apart from Jews. Inclusive 

approaches have grappled with a rationale for including in the Holocaust those 

targeted for their ‘racial inferiority’ or ‘threat’, such as Romani people (‘Roma’ or 

‘gypsies’), Slavs and disabled people, and victims murdered for their political 

views or ‘behaviour’, including communists, socialists and gay and lesbian 

people. An expansive interpretation with a coherent critical framework was set 

out by Donald Niewyk and Francis Nicosia. Their argument is for the Holocaust 

as the systematic, state-driven extermination of groups determined by ‘heredity’, 

so applying the term to Jewish, Romani and disabled victims (whom the Nazis 

considered to be genetically defective). Their argument suggests that other 

murdered or enslaved hereditary groups such as Polish and Soviet citizens 

might well have been subjected to systematic annihilation at a later date, but 

excludes other victims on the basis that socialists, communists and religious 

dissenters could be redeemable through a change of mind, unlike the 

immutably racially unfit. The authors appear inconclusive on the question of 

whether the Nazis conceived of gay and lesbian people as racially degenerate 

and so worthy of systematic extermination.140  
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The author of this study inclines towards inclusivity, sharing Rothberg’s 

opposition to the ‘competitive memory’ of victimhood. However, when 

‘hereditary’ victims of the Nazis were recognised in 1945-67, these would 

predominantly have been in the context of racial antisemitism. Commemoration 

of the Romani victims either within ‘the Holocaust’ or through recognition of a 

separate Romani Holocaust (Porajmos) remains slight in Western Europe even 

now.
141

 Sybil Milton pointed out that even in the 1940s, sources about Jewish 

victims, including of Europe-wide deportations, Einzatzgruppen ‘tallies’ and 

extermination camp records were far more numerous than for the Romani. 

Jewish survivors were also much more likely to write testimony than their 

Romani counterparts, who preferred the oral tradition.142  

Thorsten Noack has pointed out that early reports of industrialised mass murder 

by the Nazis in the West, including the concept of the gas chamber, were 

originally in the context of the Nazis’ ‘euthanasia’ programme directed against 

the ‘mentally deficient’.143 Details of these institutional murders (‘mercy deaths’) 

were published by the American journalist William L Shirer in 1941; Shirer had 

lived in Germany from 1934 to 1940 and publicised the revelations on his return 

to the United States.144 However, Noack argued that no further details could be 

added to Shirer’s account during the war as no new information could be 

gleaned from within the Nazi state. This meant that there were few reports on 

‘euthanasia’ later in the war and so this aspect of Nazi victimisation had already 

become almost forgotten by the war’s end.145 

According to Lagrou, much more to the fore in western consciousness in 1945 

would have been recognition of the Nazis’ political victims. Indeed, Lagrou 

pointed to a ‘reversal of memory’ since 1945, in which political victims and those 

subjected to forced labour have been displaced in memory by ‘racial’ ones, 

through a process that speaks more to modern anti-racist discourse than 

                                                            
141 

Ibid, p.47. 
142

 Sybil Milton, ‘Gypsies and the Holocaust’ in The History Teacher, 24, no.4 (1991), pp.375-87 
(p.377). 
143

 Thorsten Noack, ‘William L Shirer and International Awareness of the Nazi “Euthanasia” 
program’, in Holocaust and Genocide Studies, 30, no 3 (2016), pp.433-57 (p.433). 
144

 Ibid, p.434. 
145

 Ibid, p.450. 

javascript:;


41 
 

historical reality.146 In this thesis, evidence revealing emphasis on political 

persecution would not imply ‘the wrong choice’ of victims. However, such 

emphasis would be inconsistent with the dominant current definition of the 

Holocaust. Moreover, it might suggest a particular set of understandings, 

motivations and rhetorical choices relating to a time when, according to some 

historians, the extermination of the Jews was nationally well-understood and 

central to antifascist sentiment.  

This study does not apply a modern paradigm of the Holocaust 

anachronistically, with bias against other frameworks, but instead works both 

with the prevailing modern definition of the genocide and a rationale, derived 

from elements of the literature that highlight the Holocaust’s presence, for 

seeking something close to that same idea in the past. Therefore, when the 

study seeks the Holocaust in the British antifascist past, it is searching 

predominantly for recognition and use of the Jewish tragedy. In this search, the 

work of authors such as Cesarani, Bolchover and Wasserstein whom have 

contested ‘silence’ or set out what was known and understood about the 

Holocaust in the time period acts as evidential basis for making such an 

investigation. The work of Hasia Diner is particularly illustrative of the wide 

variety of terms that might have signified ‘the Holocaust’ during a period when 

this term itself was not widely used. It can also be said that this variety of terms 

signals a lack of an agreed language and the possibility that terms such as ‘gas 

chambers’ or ‘concentration camps’ do not in fact refer to the Holocaust in 

particular cases; for example, the thesis also acknowledges the potential for gas 

chamber references to have been made in the context of the Nazis’ involuntary 

euthanasia programme, as Noack has pointed out. For this reason, the study 

approaches each term objectively and in the context of its rhetorical context, 

being careful not to ascribe any such reference to the ‘the Holocaust’ where the 

author’s intentions cannot be verified.  

‘Fascism’, ‘National Socialism’ and the ‘far-right’ 

With its determined focus on antifascism, this work is not about definitions of 

fascism. When antifascists confronted Arthur Kenneth (A.K) Chesterton’s 
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League of Empire Loyalists (LEL), this does not prove that their enemy was 

‘fascist’ (Roger Eatwell considered the LEL a Tory ‘ginger group’ aimed at 

changing Conservative party direction).147 This study makes no substantive 

distinction between ‘fascists’, ‘neo-fascists’, ‘Nazis’ and ‘Neo-Nazis’. This is 

done with awareness of the large scholarship grappling with the relationship 

between fascism and National Socialism in particular. Zeev Sternhell insisted 

that in its biological determinism, Nazism was fundamentally different to Italian 

Fascism; Esmonde Robertson tied the two regimes closer together by pointing 

to the racist core of Fascist Italy; and Federico Finchelstein considered Nazism 

to be fascism’s most radical expression but not its ‘ideal type’ – to give just 

some examples.148 At times, such as when this study details the 1960s, ‘far-

right’ becomes more useful than ‘fascist’ as a way of cutting across distinctions, 

particularly since Colin Jordan stressed that his National Socialism, with its 

biological racism, was distinct from Mosleyite fascism, with its emphasis on 

cultural decay.149 

Periodisation 

The importance of 1945 to 1967 is inevitably determined in part by fascist 

developments. Some historians demand more attention to this period because 

they consider that it enabled the survival and evolution of British fascism into 

the 1970s and beyond. Renton called the 1940s a ‘hinge’: a transitory moment 

between the large, mainly middle-class and suburban BUF and the more 

working-class, urban NF.150 Macklin described the UM as an ‘antechamber’ for 

later forms of fascism represented by the racial populism of the NF.151 Rather 

than Mosley, it was the rabidly racist Arnold Leese, leader of the Imperial 

Fascist League in the 1930s, whom provided continuity between interwar 

fascism and that of the 1970s. Leese had effectively replaced Mosley as chief 

theoretician of the far-right, having a particular influence on Colin Jordan and 
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John Tyndall, two of the most important figures on the far-right in the 1960s: 

Tyndall would go on to lead the NF.152 However, Mosley’s Holocaust denial has 

been identified as providing a conceptual link between the ideologies of the UM 

and later far-right organisations.153  

The end point, 1967, marks the formation of the NF. This was a seminal 

moment in the history of the British far-right, firstly because it united a number 

of disparate movements and then because it led to some relatively significant 

electoral gains.154 Thus, the periodisation is bookended by the fascist revival so 

soon after the Second World War and the solidification of the far-right into the 

NF. 

Developments within antifascism were equally important. In the late 1960s, 

characterised especially by the protests of 1968, invocation of ‘fascism’ became 

a central part of radical student lexicon.155 ‘Open fascism’ retained a real 

presence in the 1960s: this was a time of mass opposition to neo-fascist 

movements in Italy, student action against former Nazi party members in West 

German universities, and, indeed, openly Nazi meetings in Trafalgar Square. 

But while fascism had been portrayed as a threat to postwar democratic states, 

now student radicals recast it as authoritarianism and saw those same states as 

latently ‘fascist’. In turn, radicals became hostile to the antifascist consensus: 

partisans and the Resistance were discredited in radical student perceptions 

because these were the exact forces that had created the modern states 

against which the students were struggling. The protest movements, in Ben 

Mercer’s analysis, came to operate both ‘within and against’ the antifascist 

tradition.156  

Pertinent future research would explore the effect of this 1968 brand of 

antifascism on Holocaust remembrance. Analogies with the Nazi genocide 

occurred in the context of the Vietnam War, as they had earlier with reference to 
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Algeria: looking back, D.A.N Jones called My Lai ‘a Hitler-like operation’.157 

Critics charge that Auschwitz was obscured by such language.158 Another 

criticism is that when suburban, middle-class French students claimed ‘nous 

sommes tous des juifs allemands!’ the disparity between their lived experience 

and that of Jews under Nazism was so wide as to make the self-identification 

crass.159 Hans Kundnani argued that the West German far-left’s class analysis, 

alongside a number of other political and psychological factors, marginalised 

the racial nature of Nazi crimes, ironically even as its protagonists declared war 

on the ‘Auschwitz generation’.160 But 1968 has its own large and expanding 

literature, and its antifascism can be seen as qualitatively different. One 

purpose of this thesis is to search for the Holocaust at a time when some 

historians suppose that antifascists could not possibly have been marching 

through European capital cities calling themselves ‘German Jews’. 

Was British antifascism really so changed in 1968? What struck Gareth 

Stedman Jones was not the country’s ‘tame’ student radicalism but the 

conservatism of a country in deep freeze:  

  the unapologetic racism of the Smithfield meat porters marching in 1967 [sic] in support 

 of Enoch Powell, the gerrymandered Protestant state of Northern Ireland, the 

 degradation of London's (women) night cleaners and the uphill battle to help them form 

 a trade union...
161 

For Richard Vinen, this view is distorted by comparisons with French student 

radicalism at the moment of its most intense drama. Vinen portrayed the radical 

movement in Britain as electrified by the presence of exiled foreign radicals, 

such as Daniel Cohn-Bendit and Rudi Dutschke, and deeply committed to long-

term campaigns against Apartheid South Africa and Rhodesia.162  
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The 1967 ‘Six-Day War’ has also been seen as proving the incompatibility of 

left-wingers and Zionists within antifascist movements. In a broader context, 

historians such as Jeffrey Herf noted how the rhetoric of the GDR and the West 

German Left (the latter previously supportive of Israel because of the 

Holocaust) drew parallels between Israel and Nazi Germany during the conflict: 

the language of communist antifascism was now used to denounce the ‘Jewish 

state’.163 Following 1967, according to Herf, Israel became a ‘wedge issue’ used 

to mark out who belonged to or was excluded from the international radical 

Left.164 Before the fissure of 1967, an identifiably ‘Jewish’ antifascist section co-

existed with the Left; there is a potential impact on the search for ‘particularist’ 

antifascist motivations thereafter.   

Finally, the periodisation covers the decades most associated with ‘silence’ on 

the Holocaust. Searching for the genocide in the antifascism of 1945 to 1967 

has a much greater potential for developing new understandings of Holocaust 

consciousness than can be delivered by focusing on later periods when the 

extermination of Jews had become central to any reasonable account of Nazi 

actions during the Second World War. 

Methodology 

This thesis uses mixed methods. The primary focus is on institutional archival 

materials. This is because a structural history of antifascist movements can 

reveal how they expressed their motivations and strategies at the time, 

including how they related to and hoped to impact on the political discourse of 

the day. However, the study also recognises the importance of individual 

activists whose voices are virtually absent from the original record. It values 

memoirs, autobiographies and oral histories for their potential to reveal the 

complicating details behind individuals’ reasons for fighting back. Because such 

sources are retrospective, they call into question historical subjectivity and the 

relationship between ‘history’ and ‘memory’. This section will therefore set out a 

justification for incorporating a prosopographical approach. While 

acknowledging that all sources, whether written or oral, need to be approached 
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with caution, skill and equal attentiveness to their subjectivities, the section will 

also address the particular issues that attach to using existing and newly-

created oral sources.  

An important justification for listening to antifascists’ own voices lies in the 

extent to which the memories of individual protagonists have been displaced by 

the ‘elevation’ of antifascism to the level of ‘professional’ historical analysis. 

Early antifascist texts were often first-hand accounts: Piratin, Jacobs and 

Beckman all belong to this tradition. The subsequent development of secondary 

analysis of British antifascism is ironic, given Renton’s insistence on 

antifascism’s inextricable links to the cultural history of the labour movement 

and the importance of ‘history from below’.165 Perhaps in recognition of this 

tension, Renton followed up his archival-centred work with another monograph, 

published in 2001, for which he interviewed 15 antifascist veterans. Most of his 

protagonists were former members of the 43 Group, CPGB or the Trotskyist 

Revolutionary Communist Party (RCP). Renton elicited conversion narratives, 

finding that the Second World War above all shaped interviewees’ 

understanding of antifascism – the sense that resurgent British fascism was an 

affront to their wartime sacrifice. Two former members of the 43 Group made 

explicit reference to the Holocaust.166 Varying motivations exist in these 

memories, complicating monocausal explanations that focus primarily on the 

memory of the genocide.  

Antifascism fits very well with Raphael Samuel’s appreciation of history from 

below and his plea that we decentre ‘professional history’ – secondary historical 

analysis – in order to give voice to the protagonists themselves. Antifascism is 

apt here as a ‘social form of knowledge’ and the work of ‘a thousand different 

hands’.167 It exemplifies history as ‘activity’ rather than a professional 

enterprise.168 Oral history is particularly suited to capturing the individual and 

collective subjectivities of antifascist activists. Celia Hughes observed in her 

work on young socialist men in the 1960s that this approach elucidates a 
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dynamic relationship: the role people played in developing political cultures and 

how those cultures shaped activists’ perception of self.169 Viewing antifascism 

through a cultural lens can reveal the interactions between visceral emotional 

responses to events and an individual’s determination to engage in political 

activism. This approach has a particular capacity to reveal how the Nazi 

genocide might have influenced the ways in which individual antifascists 

understood their engagement, even if this did not mean that such emotional 

drivers became articulated in the course of their activism.  

The validity of an oral historical approach to Holocaust studies has been 

contested. Novick thought it a ‘good rule’ that historians should rely more on 

contemporary sources than recollections produced years later, after memories 

have been reconfigured (in any case, he claimed that personal accounts from 

the 1950s and 1960s proved that the Holocaust was hardly discussed).170 

Cautioning in the opposite direction, Hasia Diner detected a self-fulfilling 

prophecy in the impact of the ‘myth of silence’ on Holocaust survivors’ 

memories, which she thought influenced their memories of alienation; in turn, 

survivors’ testimonies that attest silence have been accepted uncritically by 

historians. Diner urged a return to primary archives to confront memories of 

Holocaust avoidance.171 A further caution relates to oral histories of left-wing 

antifascism collected since the 1990s. The end of the Cold War and discrediting 

of Soviet communism must be taken into account as factors when veterans 

decentre ideology in favour of other motivations. 

Nevertheless, oral sources provide an invaluable means of assessing how 

activists make sense of their engagement, including within the framework of 

current discourses. Alessandro Portelli observed that memory is not a, ‘passive 

depository of facts’ but a live site where meaning is continually fashioned in 

reference to the present.172 Oral history summons inner experiences, perhaps 
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unarticulated for years, but the extent to which they can emerge is always 

contingent on the present, including what is now ‘acceptable’ in public 

discourse.173 Penny Summerfield observed that subjects’ voices can never be 

heard unfiltered by historical reinterpretations.174 However, she reminded 

readers of Judith Butler’s assertion that a subject’s construction of self during an 

interview does not contradict their individual agency: construction is where 

agency takes place as the subject finds the means of making their story 

culturally intelligible.175 Antifascist veterans inevitably tell stories that reflect 

wider discourse, potentially including the modern ubiquity of the Holocaust.176 

The story told might well be a carefully-selected narrative: the one that the 

subject thinks is preferable among a number of alternative stories.177  

Lynn Abrams has argued that the oral history interview inevitably captures two 

sets of subjectivities – those of the interviewer as well as the narrator.178 This is 

not just about the interpersonal dynamics of the interview situation, or the type 

and nature of the questions asked, but can also bring into play the interviewer’s 

positionality. In all the oral histories captured by the interviewer (the author of 

this work) and discussed in this thesis, certain information about the interviewer 

was disclosed or otherwise established during the process. In particular, the 

interviewer’s Jewish heritage was established at varying stages of the 

interviews. For example, Harry Kaufman, a 43 Group veteran, was interviewed 

alongside Gerry Cantor, a former member of the 62 Group. The two men began 

by asking certain questions to establish the interviewer’s Jewishness, the nature 

and manner of which strikingly echoed Kaufman’s own experience of initiation 

into the 43 Group.179 Both respondents appeared to visibly relax after this initial 

questioning, and intimated that certain things could be better understood 

between the three people in the room because of established commonality. 

Fundamentally, participants such as Kaufman and Cantor might only have been 

willing to be interviewed in the first place on the basis of shared heritage. 
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Individual memories can be understood as being influenced, if not directed, by 

inter-subjective relationships such as the one formed in this encounter.180 The 

control employed to acknowledge issues of inter-subjectivity took the form of 

framing open questions so as to elicit antifascist motivations without ‘leading’ 

towards the Holocaust, such as, ‘what do you remember being your main 

reason for wanting to fight fascists?’ but it was also necessary to ‘follow up’ 

memories of antisemitism and awareness of the genocide to explore more 

directly whether these were key motivations for the participants’ turn to 

antifascism.  

Studies of Holocaust remembrance often separate out ‘collective memory’ from 

the ‘historical’ memory of the genocide. Stone pointed out that this disparity was 

particularly sharp in Britain where, with the exception of Jewish refugees and 

the soldiers who liberated Belsen, most of the country had no ‘individual’ 

memory of the genocide.181 Such studies often refer to the work of the 

sociologist Maurice Halbwachs, who identified the social underpinnings of 

collective memory, including family, religious and class influences. For 

Halbwachs, it is in society that people normally recognise their memories.182 

Theorists divide over whether history and memory are binary opposites. Robin 

G. Collingwood declared that a statement of memory not triangulated by 

material evidence ‘is not a historical statement’.183 Pierre Nora pointed to the 

Holocaust as a catalyst for the modern proliferation of memory studies when he 

remarked that, ‘whoever says memory, says Shoah’; he was unable to reconcile 

history and memory.184 Against these views, Hobsbawn thought it the historian’s 

duty to ‘compile and constitute the collective memory of the past’.185 Dominick 

La Capra acknowledged that memory and history are not identical – but they 

are not opposed either. Instead, memory is a ‘crucial source’ for history; 
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memory has sometimes called into question documentary sources.186 This is a 

vital point for this study: any recently-collected oral histories which privilege the 

Holocaust are not necessarily ‘distortions’ fashioned in the light of recent 

consciousness, in comparison to ‘true’ original archival materials which might 

omit the genocide. Instead, both types of evidence must be read in full context, 

with knowledge of the social and ideological forces acting on their language 

production to understand what each source foregrounds or elides, and why. As 

Andreas Huyssen pointed out, the past must be articulated before it solidifies as 

memory.187 Oral history interviews may provide the first opportunity for such 

expression, whereas antifascist organisations might have decentred members’ 

Holocaust-driven motivations at the time. In this way, later discussions which 

emphasise the Holocaust can reflect the ‘truth’ of original motivations in a way 

that was not articulated by the antifascist organisations of 1945-67. 

The opposite can be true. As Lynn Abrams remarked, oral history is not always 

objective or measurable, although this does not imply that it is not ‘true’ for the 

subject.188 Some subjects might emphasise the Holocaust only retrospectively, 

where at the time of their original involvement ideological motivations, now 

unfashionable, were more to the fore. If the Holocaust now serves as a vehicle 

through which subjects make retrospective sense of their engagement with 

antifascism decades ago, this in itself would be significant. Yet more significant 

might be occasions where antifascists do not tell a readily recognisable story of 

the Holocaust’s influence but instead provide some startlingly new narrative that 

does not conform to now ‘acceptable’ explanations of their antifascism. 

Thesis structure 

This investigation is structured chronologically, although Chapters 1 and 2 

address the same time period but are divided thematically.  

Chapter 1 explores Jewish antifascism during the initial postwar fascist revival 

of 1945-51. It demonstrates that Jewish antifascists rarely invoked the 

Holocaust but instead conformed more closely to the nationally-dominant 
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patriotic narrative of the Second World War. However, signals within private 

antifascist discourses reveal that the Holocaust was understood as a central 

motivation for resisting resurgent fascism, lending consciousness of the 

genocide an esoteric quality within antifascist organisations at this time. 

Memoirs and oral history interviews with veterans of Jewish antifascism active 

in this period often emphasise the Holocaust in a way that reveals a striking 

dissonance with the near-absence of the genocide in the institutional archival 

records. The chapter highlights where interviewees have constructed a 

coherent narrative of their antifascism through reference to Holocaust 

consciousness. However, a number of oral histories diverge from this narrative 

of Holocaust-inspired resistance to present polycausal motivations for resisting 

fascism. 

Chapter 2 focuses on left-wing antifascism in the period 1945-51, especially that 

of the CPGB and RCP. It argues that, contrary to prevailing historiographical 

understandings, British communists did politicise the Holocaust in their 

antifascism, at least during a transient period ended by decisive Soviet 

developments that took place as the first stages of the Cold War developed. 

The Trotskyist RCP utilised the Nazi genocide in provocative polemic directed 

against Western governments and the USSR. However, such politicisations 

took place during a time when no single narrative of ‘the Holocaust’ had 

emerged: various left-wing organisations, including the CPGB and RCP, also 

conformed at times to broader British memory and discourse which did not 

separate out the genocide from the wider Second World War. The far-left also 

adhered to Marxist interpretations of fascism as a divisive agent of capitalism 

and so sometimes obscured the Holocaust in favour of traditional class 

analyses and emphasis on the Nazis’ political rather than ‘racial’ victims. 

In Chapter 3, the focus shifts to reflect fascists’ increasing turn to racism against 

black and Asian people in the 1950s. It demonstrates that the Holocaust did not 

yet have a strong resonance for those who resisted fascist racism; the genocide 

was not often seen by the Left, Jewish antifascists or black organisations as the 

logical outcome or ne plus ultra of racist violence. The genocide had little 

‘multidirectional memory’ at this time, as few antifascist reactions to racism 

referenced the Holocaust and Nazi antisemitism. However, the Holocaust was 
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beginning to emerge in this context on the margins of left-wing discourse, taking 

on an analogous function that linked the contemporary race relations debate to 

the extermination of European Jewry. 

Chapter 4 reveals the increasing presence of the Holocaust in 1960s’ 

antifascism. The chapter argues that this presence was largely a reaction to the 

Holocaust-related provocations of the National Socialist Movement (NSM) 

rather than evidence of a proactive, confident invocation of the genocide. While 

the broader anti-racism that developed during the decade tended not to 

reference the Holocaust – even when an organisation such as the YSM adopted 

Holocaust symbolism – the genocide was starting to operate as a bridge 

between antifascism and anti-racism, including in the Searchlight newspaper 

and in political support for the Race Relations Act 1965. 

These chapters accrete to an understanding of 1945-67 as a period in which the 

Holocaust was neither constantly foregrounded nor elided. A more complex, 

nuanced picture emerges, revealing moments of absence – and indeed active 

exclusion – but also those in which the Holocaust galvanised antifascist 

campaigns and was weaponised against fascism. The thesis develops an 

understanding of Holocaust-inspired antifascism as rarely the dominant ‘variety 

of antifascism’ during the period, but one which was achieving parity with 

patriotic antifascism by the late 1960s. In this way, the thesis builds to an 

understanding of the developmental importance of the period in the story of the 

relationship between British antifascism and Holocaust consciousness.    
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Chapter 1: ‘We got rid of the bastards’: the 
Holocaust, the Second World War and Anglo-

Jewish responses to fascism, 1945-51 

This chapter analyses the extent to which the Holocaust shaped Anglo-Jewish 

antifascism in 1945-51. This period is significant because it marked the first 

period of fascist resurgence, and consequently antifascist activity, after the 

Second World War. By 1949, Mosley’s Union Movement (UM) was in steep 

decline and in 1951, Mosley left Britain for Ireland. The chapter focuses on the 

three organisations principally involved in Jewish antifascism in Britain during 

this time. Firstly, there will be analysis of two explicitly Jewish organisations 

together: the Board of Deputies of British Jews, a representative body of 

primarily religious Jewish communities, and its close ally, the Association of 

Jewish Ex-Servicemen and Women (AJEX). After this, the chapter assess the 

militant 43 Group, which was set up by Jewish ex-servicemen and composed 

almost entirely of Jewish members throughout its existence (1946-50).189  

The chapter tests the historiographical assumption identified in the Introduction 

that the model of antifascism incorporated by these organisations built on the 

Holocaust and the Second World War as separable components. It argues that 

the three organisations made little reference to the Holocaust in their rhetoric. 

Instead, their published materials conformed more closely to the prevailing 

national discourse on the war and, within it, Nazi violence, which did not 

emphasise victims of the Nazis selected on the basis of their supposed ‘race’. 

The Board of Deputies, AJEX and the 43 Group, despite the latter’s violent 

activities on the streets, were alike in making an active appeal to the 

commonality of wartime experience held to unite Jews and ‘Gentiles’. They 

sought a broad, non-sectarian antifascist alliance that did not focus on Jewish 

particularist issues. This antifascism was informed by the very present memory 

of the Second World War; it acted as coda to that conflict – its ‘unfinished 
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business’. Anglo-Jewish antifascist rhetoric was also shaped by the liberal, 

universalising tendencies present in wider social and political attitudes. 

For this analysis, the sources included pamphlets, newspapers, meeting 

minutes, letters and intelligence reports on fascist activities. The chapter also 

considers how veterans of Jewish antifascism have remembered their original 

activism. The Holocaust surfaces much more strongly in memoirs and oral 

histories created over the last 30 years than it does in the original, institutional 

archival materials. These oral, reflective sources provide an insight into 

individual subjectivities. They suggest too how individuals have engaged with 

and reinterpreted their experience of antifascism and their perceptions of the 

Holocaust over the course of the decades since their original participation. They 

also potentially reflect the prevalence of the Holocaust in popular culture over 

the last 30 years. 

The Board of Deputies, AJEX and the Holocaust 

The Board of Deputies of British Jews was formed in 1760 as the London 

Committee of Deputies.190 Under the presidency of Moses Montefiore (1835-

74), the organisation determined to widen its remit so as to represent Jews 

throughout the country. Aubrey Newman argued that the Board’s continuing 

London focus and composition during the period of Montefiore’s presidency, 

despite its national appeal, was in part due to the reluctance of some provincial 

communities to join the organisation.191 Deputies were originally elected only 

from orthodox synagogues; because of Montefiore’s personal opposition, 

deputies from reform synagogues were not eligible until 1874.192 A recurring 

sense in Newman’s work is of the tensions generated in discussion of the 

Board’s composition and remit throughout its existence, and this trend was 

evident during the period of Jewish immigration to Britain from Russia and other 

parts of Eastern Europe in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Then, 

representatives of Jewish immigrants to areas such as the East End of London 

looked to the Board for representation, and pressure grew for inclusion of some 
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of the secular communal organisations operating in these areas, such as the 

Jewish ‘friendly societies’.193 These provided means of social support in return 

for weekly contributions from members. Nevertheless, the Board retained its 

religious criteria for the election of deputies until 1919. Even after this point, the 

requirements for secular membership were stringent. By the time the Board was 

confronted with British fascism in the 1930s, its middle-class composition was 

still ensured by its dominant practice of selecting synagogue leaders as its 

deputies, who were usually drawn from that social stratum. At the same time, 

the Board’s criteria for the selection of deputies from non-religious organisations 

included that such bodies be apolitical and composed of a minimum number of 

members: demands which tended to exclude representatives from trade unions, 

workers’ associations and Jewish boys’ clubs, all of which disproportionately 

represented working-class Jews. In 1936, for example, a move to grant 

representation to Jewish trade unions was dismissed.194 

Daniel Tilles argued for the Board of Deputies as an antifascist body from 1936. 

Before this point, he argued, the Board had resisted a politicised struggle 

against fascism for fear that Jews would be regarded as a partisan special 

interest group. Tilles noted that in 1936-37, the Board allowed that fascist 

attacks on Jews could be portrayed as part of a wider campaign designed to 

end tolerance and democracy in Britain. From this point onwards, according to 

Tilles, the Board thought it legitimate for Jews to resist fascism in the name of 

British values and not purely sectional interests.195 Tilles showed that Anglo-

Jewish communal leaders were debating a response to fascist antisemitism 

inconclusively through late 1935 and into 1936. In that year, the Board 

established a new body, the Co-ordinating Committee (CoC), which would 

become the Jewish Defence Committee (JDC) in November 1938. The CoC 

would be responsible for dealing with fascism specifically, as well as with 

counter-propaganda measures more generally. It was composed of senior 

members of the Board, and chaired by Neville Laski, the Board’s President 

(1933-39). The CoC’s role divided into four main areas: anti-defamation, 

intelligence, lobbying parliament and trying to persuade Jews not to confront 
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fascists on the streets.196 Tilles demonstrated that the Board successfully 

infiltrated a number of fascist groups, sometimes through contacts with 

disgruntled members of these organisations. He characterised the Board’s 

intelligence work as detailed, accurate and influential, for example, in exposing 

the fascist activities of Conservative MP Archibald Ramsey privately to his 

constituents. Tilles did show, however, that although some of the Board’s 

antifascism was explicit and conspicuous, especially through the activities of its 

London Area Committee in the East End, its 1930s’ defence work retained a 

cautious approach whereby the Board’s name was deliberately omitted from 

most of its publications against fascism.197  

After the Second World War, the Board continued its antifascist activities but 

added a much more explicit element to its campaigns. The JDC sent 

deputations to the Home Secretary, James Chuter Ede, insisting that a 

distinction be drawn between fascism and all other political movements on the 

basis that it alone preached discrimination against the Jews.198 The 

organisation decided that its open-air platform campaign against postwar 

fascism should be conducted by AJEX, which also openly attacked fascism.199 

The Board could point to the widespread distribution at AJEX platforms of 

antifascist publications such as Frederic Mullally’s Fascism Again in 1947? and 

the 1946 National Council for Civil Liberties’ (NCCL) publication, Roll of Honour: 

British Union.  

Copsey argued that the Board was only actively antifascist from 1945. This turn, 

he claimed, was a reaction to the Holocaust.200 Certainly, the need to respond 

to the genocide impacted on the Board’s composition and political outlook. 

During the Second World War, Zionists within the Board had pressed the urgent 

case for a Jewish state in Palestine. Zionist influence over the Board appeared 

to increase most notably in 1940 with the election to president of the Board of 

Professor Selig Brodetsky, a strong supporter of the cause. The number of 
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deputies who supported Zionism increased significantly after the Board’s 

triennial elections in 1943.201 However, the evidence does not suggest that this 

Zionist ascendency had any relevance for the Board’s approaches to domestic 

fascism. Indeed, rather than antifascism, Bolchover has argued that Zionism 

should be understood as British Jewry’s most radical response to the 

Holocaust.202 Recollections of the tensions between antifascism and Zionism 

surface in Beckman’s account of the 43 Group. Beckman derided the Board’s 

Zionist preoccupations as irrelevant to and a distraction from antifascism. He 

remembered the 43 Group’s frustration when the Board advised that the 

troubles in Palestine were causing bad feeling against British Jews, who should 

consequently avoid militant action against the fascists. The ex-servicemen’s 

response, Beckman says was, ‘Damn Palestine – we were born here! We 

fought for this country and were taught to kill the same type of bastard coming 

back out of the woodwork’.203 Moreover, Copsey does not provide evidence to 

locate the Board’s turn against fascism per se in reaction to the Nazi genocide. 

The Board and AJEX were alert at an early stage to a fascist revival in Britain. 

The Board considered itself ideally placed to monitor and explain this 

phenomenon, drawing on the intelligence and analytical skills of its well-

educated representatives. From the autumn of 1945, the Board’s Metropolitan 

Area Committee was briefing on attacks on Jewish refugees described by 

London local newspapers.204 In 1948, Lionel Rose of AJEX produced three 

‘factual surveys’ of fascist open-air meetings in the period 1947-8, concluding 

with demands for additional legislation against fascism, such as extending the 

Public Order Act 1936, strengthening the law on seditious libel and introducing 

an outright ban on fascist movements.205 

In April 1945, President Brodetsky noted that Nazi persecution of the Jews had, 

for a while, driven British antisemitism ‘under cover’. The sense here is of the 

Holocaust providing a temporary but rapidly diminishing opportunity in which 
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anti-Jewish prejudice was held in check: ‘the horror camps had produced an 

effect which was, at the moment, all to the good’. Even then, however, 

antisemitism was resurfacing, buoyed in particular by hostile reactions to the 

presence in Britain of Jewish refugees from Germany and Austria. The Board 

noted a case in which British workers had gone on strike rather than working 

alongside German (and implicitly Jewish) refugees.206 Fascists would also 

increasingly draw succour from the situation in Mandate Palestine which 

witnessed violence between Jewish underground forces and British soldiers.207 

The Board’s JDC remained alert to the effect the Holocaust might have on 

British fascist advance and antisemitism more generally. References to the 

Holocaust were picked up on in surveillance work on fascist meetings. AJEX’s 

first factual survey reported on Mosley’s early forms of Holocaust denial, 

expressed at a London meeting in November 1947. Mosley attributed deaths in 

Nazi concentration camps to Allied bombing and subsequent typhus outbreaks, 

so that, ‘you are bound to have a situation where you have to use the gas ovens 

to get rid of the bodies’. He added that, ‘pictorial evidence proves nothing at all. 

We have no impartial evidence’.208 Neither the JDC nor AJEX, however, built a 

strategy of confrontation with fascists around the Holocaust, either in 

repudiating denial or linking British fascists such as Mosley to Nazi racial 

policies. Instead, the JDC attributed Holocaust denial to a form of pathological 

antisemitism that was beyond the realms of reasonable discourse and 

responsive action, and so was not to be engaged with. This point was made 

explicitly in connection to an intelligence report on a British Empire Party 

meeting of April 1951, at which a speaker referred to the ‘Jewish lie that six 

million Jews were murdered’.209  

The JDC did not emphasise the links between the anti-refugee prejudice it 

identified and the original cause of the refugees’ flight from Germany and 

Austria. Instead, the atmosphere of growing hostility towards Jewish refugees 

prompted the JDC to recommend publication of a pamphlet highlighting 
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refugees’ contribution to the military and the ‘scientific winning of the war’ (their 

patriotic usefulness, not their trauma).210 In October 1945, an anti-aliens petition 

movement was launched in Hampstead. The petition called for the repatriation 

of refugees so that returning British servicemen could be guaranteed 

accommodation in a north London suburb that had suffered considerable 

damage during the Blitz. The petition’s leaders denied being antisemitic, but 

nevertheless deployed derogatory language against the predominantly Jewish 

refugees: some local shopkeepers who supported the petition were recorded as 

using antisemitic language. The petition movement soon attracted the interest 

of Jeffrey Hamm’s British League of Ex-Servicemen and Women (hereafter 

‘British League’): the fascist organisation hoped to make political capital out of 

the issue. In his memoir, Morris Beckman claimed that the 43 Group was 

formed after a fight against British League speakers at Whitestone Pond, 

Hampstead in February 1946.211 Macklin argued that the Board resisted the 

petition actively, including through intelligence work, deputations to MPs and 

literature. In particular, according to Macklin, Sidney Salomon, the Board’s 

press officer, deployed an infiltrator into the petition movement whom passed 

valuable information on to Special Branch.212 Strikingly, however, invocations of 

the Holocaust in the refugees’ defence, and as a weapon against the 

involvement of Hamm’s fascists, came not from the JDC but from Eleanor 

Rathbone and, as Chapter 2 will show, the Trotskyist Revolutionary Communist 

Party (RCP).213 

The Board’s approaches to the Holocaust and the situation in Palestine were 

informed by its reluctance to advance a particularist cause in the aftermath of 

the Second World War’s global crisis. The JDC, for example, reminded the 

wider Board that, ‘the Jewish problem is not priority Number One in the present 

strained and chaotic condition of the world.’214 Instead, the Board and AJEX 

mobilised to a more significant extent around a form of antifascism shaped 
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principally by the Second World War. This was an appeal that made very little 

reference to the Nazi persecution of Jews. 

Competing narratives of the Second World War, and Anglo-Jewry’s contribution 

to the conflict, swiftly became a new site of battle between fascists and Jewish 

antifascists. The British League, formed in 1937, was originally a movement for 

war veterans’ social welfare and pension rights. By 1944, however, it had been 

appropriated by Jeffrey Hamm and Victor Burgess, both former British Union of 

Fascists (BUF) members and wartime detainees under Defence Regulation 

18B. While the British League explored new avenues for antisemitic agitation, 

especially identifying political capital in the situation in Palestine, it retained to 

some extent its original appeal to veterans. The British League asked its 

members to contrast their own wartime sacrifice and hardship with the 

behaviour of British Jews, alleged to have ‘waxed fat in the black market’ while 

‘our boys’ had died fighting overseas.215 

The Board reacted to fascist provocations but also recognised their potential to 

fundamentally change the nature of antifascist reaction in the light of postwar 

realities. In June 1946, the Board warned the Home Office of the dangerous 

backlash that would ‘inevitably ensure’ if Jewish war veterans were ‘exposed to 

the same attacks as in pre-war days’.216 Strikingly, the Board sought to build an 

antifascist reaction in part around the idea of fascist insult to national war 

service rather than eliciting communal experiences of and reactions to the 

Holocaust: 

  the [Jewish] Ex-Servicemen maintain that the very fact that Mosley is allowed to speak 

 and the fascist ideology is preached in the streets is an insult to the millions who died in 

 order to defeat fascism.
217

 

Allied to this strategy was the Board’s attempt to link British fascists to the Axis 

war effort. From an early point in its postwar strategy, the Board urged its 

members to identity fascists as ‘Britain’s enemies’, to remember their treason 

and to keep alive in the public mind that ‘but for providence’, British fascists 
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would have become ‘Hitler’s Gauleiters’ in Nazi-occupied Britain.218 The Board’s 

Publication Sub-Committee approved the release of a leaflet recording the trial 

and conviction of BUF members for treachery.219 

The Board also developed positive, active policies on the question of war 

service. For example, it wrote to British Legion branches that would not admit 

un-naturalised foreign veterans as members, asking them to change their 

policy.220 Internally, it was argued that war veterans, both Jewish and non-

Jewish, should be appealed to as the people who had seen most clearly the 

devastation that fascism had caused in the war.221 The defence of Jewish 

veterans’ war efforts, and the campaign for veterans’ support beyond the 

Jewish community, elicited the universal experiences of 1939-1945. AJEX 

evoked the nation’s war dead and not Jewish Holocaust victims when it viewed 

fascist meetings as ‘a scandal and...a deadly insult to the millions of men who 

had died fighting that very ideology’.222 

The Board and AJEX conformed closely to dominant national narratives of the 

Second World War at this time. Connected to this were a sense of common 

experience and the need for antifascist unity reaching beyond the Jewish 

community. The Board insisted that its antifascism must rest on the proposition 

that British Jewry was an integral part of the nation. Broadly, it advocated a 

humanitarian type of antifascism that maintained a strong plea for human rights 

on behalf of all ‘minorities, races and creeds.’223 Apart from signalling the 

absorption of universalising liberal ideology, there was expediency here, 

recognised in a directive on mobilising public opinion written by A.Stein, who 

urged that Jews working alone would be isolated and unlikely to achieve an 

antifascist victory. Jewish antifascism was to emphasise the dangers posed by 

fascism to the country as a whole, demonstrating how antisemitism and race 

hatred were used by the enemies of freedom and democracy. According to 

Stein, Jews needed allies in the labour movement, the trade unions and co-
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operative organisations, ‘the working class as a whole and all the other 

progressive sections and individuals of the country’.224   

The extent to which the Board engaged with the Left is difficult to establish. 

Certainly, suggestions were made for an approach to trade unions and left-wing 

political parties on a national scale.225 More concretely, the Board saw in the 

NCCL an acceptably moderate partner amongst this ‘progressive section’ (the 

question of communist influence in the NCCL will be addressed in Chapter 2). 

The Board channelled antifascist literature through the NCCL and donated 

money to support its work against fascism.226 By 1947, the JDC was working 

with the NCCL on a large-scale national antifascist campaign. In the same year, 

more radically, Louis Hydleman, the JDC’s chairman, addressed an antifascist 

conference of the Workers’ Circle (Arbeter Ring in Yiddish), an organisation with 

roots in the Jewish socialist, non-Zionist Bund.227  

A further tension emerged, however, in the content of the Board’s messages to 

certain of these other organisations. Internally, both the JDC and AJEX 

maintained their vigilance for antisemitic references in fascist rhetoric, 

consistently noting when fascist meetings did or did not refer to Jews. In 

contrast, approaches to non-Jewish organisations might be made with explicit 

instructions to exclude all reference to Jews. For example, when the JDC 

approached ‘democratic’ organisations, it was argued that this, ‘not be on the 

grounds of anti-Semitism but that the aim of the British League is to destroy 

democracy’.228 This instruction, made with reference to a proposed visit by 

Jeffrey Hamm to Liverpool in August 1947, formed part of general advice to 

mobilise MPs, church leaders, city councillors and trade unions against Hamm’s 

fascist organisation, utilising the motifs of the fascists’ wartime treachery, their 

ignominious internment under Defence Regulation 18B and their authoritarian 

traditions. 
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Between 1945 and 1947, where the Board and AJEX publicly discussed Jewish 

experiences, they did so as part of an educative strategy designed to 

emphasise the Jewish contribution to national life and, specifically, the war 

effort. Here, the Board developed its historical concern with how the image of 

Jewry was transmitted to a non-Jewish audience. The Board established a 

Central Lecture Committee for public education on ‘all aspects of Jewish life 

and thought’ and contemporary issues. Palestine was included but not, directly, 

the Holocaust.229 The need to explain the Jewish presence in Palestine, with 

reference to displaced persons (DPs), substantiates David Cesarani and Eric 

Sundquist in their argument that the postwar period witnessed not a silence on 

the Holocaust but the treatment of the genocide sometimes indirectly, often in 

connection to other issues such as the plight of Jewish refugees attempting to 

reach Palestine.230 A valuable source of counter-propaganda was identified in 

lectures emphasising Jewish history, religion and way of life.231 Local speaking 

competitions were arranged, with prizes for speakers aged under and over 18 

years. Speakers were encouraged to deal with topics such as ‘The Jew in 

Britain’, ‘The Jew and his non-Jewish neighbour’ and ‘Judaism and peace’.  

This educative strategy built around the assumption that antisemitism was 

generally due to ignorance and misunderstanding; it dealt with antisemitic 

tropes that long predated racial, eliminationist antisemitism, the Holocaust and 

the fascist threat in Britain. At its most inward-looking, the focus on Jewish civic 

contribution and loyalty led the Board to admonish individual Jews for hosting 

‘lavish’ functions which could, ‘prove harmful to the whole Jewish community’ in 

the climate of postwar austerity; the Board resolved to limit its own event 

spending in this spirit.232 Meanwhile, the Board reflected on religious reactions 

to renewed antisemitism. Rabbi Kopul Rosen, for example, insisted that the 

best means of defeating antisemitism was a return to religion and an appeal to 

Jewish youth to devote more time to religious study, on the basis that a religious 
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Jew would be ‘more immune to attack’ than one who sought to assimilate into 

non-Jewish surroundings.233 

Initially, the JDC focused on the more traditional area of work with churches, 

granting in June 1945 the sum of £100 to the Youth Council for Jewish-Christian 

Relations.234 The JDC retained this focus on the churches even as it reached 

out to new allies, although the two approaches produced tensions. In granting 

approval for the republishing of Willard Johnson’s The Crucifixion and Anti-

Semitism, which first appeared in the April 1946 Bulletin of The Council of 

Christians and Jews, the JDC show the importance it still attached to Christian 

antisemitism. Although it was recognised that events in Palestine were creating 

new ground for ‘ill-feeling’ against Jews, it was argued that this type of 

antisemitism could be, ‘gradually eliminated by improving social and cultural 

relations between Jew and Christian by the efforts of the Lecture Committees’. 

At a Conference of Provincial Councils of the Council of Christians and Jews in 

June 1947, the Reverend Henry Carter, meanwhile, spoke against such a 

narrow focus on Christian-Jewish relationships, urging instead the creation of 

wider alliances.235 

By 1947, however, the seriousness of the fascist threat had brought about a 

change in the educative strategy. In February 1947, Hydleman wrote to the 

Jewish Chronicle to emphasise how the Board had, ‘adapted itself to the 

changed situation [of growing fascist membership and larger-scale meetings]. It 

has moved largely to the attack...by focusing on the character of the campaign 

now being waged by Fascist and anti-Semite, exposing its real purpose and 

wider implications’.236 Later that year, Hydleman assured the Board that the 

JDC had abandoned, ‘the defensive attitude, with apologies and attempts to 

correct falsities’ to focus instead on removing the fascists’ ‘sheep’s clothing’ and 

demolishing their claims to patriotism.237 Nevertheless, this determination to 
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expose the fascists did not develop into a policy of emphasising the relationship 

between domestic fascism and the Holocaust.  

This section has demonstrated that the Board and AJEX were far from inactive 

in the face of postwar fascism. However, their brand of antifascism was not 

explicitly linked to the extermination of Europe’s Jews. Both organisations 

watched carefully to see how the Holocaust would impact on antisemitism and 

how the fascists themselves would adapt to post-Holocaust realities. This did 

not lead the two organisations to politicise the Holocaust directly to discredit the 

fascists or to win support in wider society. The Board initially retained its 

concentration on forms of antisemitism that predated the Holocaust. When it did 

turn its educative focus to ‘exposing’ fascism, it did so within the framework of 

the prevailing discourse on the Second World War. British fascism was linked 

predominantly to wartime treachery, while the experience of British Jewry was 

likewise framed within an inclusive narrative of the war that militated against 

special pleading. The Board’s assimilationist stance, with its focus on Jewish 

civic contribution, loyalty and pride, and its absorption of prevailing liberal ideas, 

was allied to strategies such as open-air lectures, ‘behind the scenes’ 

discussions with MPs, co-operation with churches and quiet intelligence work – 

all of which made it unlikely that the recent Jewish trauma would be deployed 

on the frontline of the battle against fascism. The 43 Group, with its violent 

tactics, might on this basis appear more likely to have made the Holocaust a 

weapon against the fascists. The following section will analyse the 43 Group’s 

approaches to the Holocaust and the extent to which these conformed to or 

diverged from that of mainstream Anglo-Jewish reaction represented by the 

Board. 

‘A fragment of that stunned horror’: The Holocaust and 43 Group activism 

In his memoir, Morris Beckman claimed that the 43 Group was formed after he 

and three other Jewish ex-servicemen – Gerry Flamberg, Alec Carson and Len 

Sherman – had spontaneously attacked a meeting of the British League at 

Whitestone Pond, Hampstead in February 1946. This was an attack inspired not 

by Hamm’s talk of ‘the aliens in our midst’ who had controlled the wartime black 

market and shirked their fighting duties – and not the fascists’ provocative 
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justification or denial of the Holocaust.238 The 43 Group came into being at a 

meeting held at Maccabi House, West Hampstead in March 1946 in the 

aftermath of the Hampstead fight. During the meeting, the four veterans 

involved at Whitestone Pond argued that the fight showed that the fascists had 

to be attacked but ‘in an organised and disciplined manner’.239 The newly-

formed 43 Group wanted not just to deny the fascists an opportunity to speak – 

by overturning their platforms and disrupting their ability to distribute literature – 

but to attach violence to the fascists in the public mind, in such a way as to 

expose fascism’s ‘true colours, as anti-democratic and anti-Semitic’.240 It is not 

possible to establish from this statement or other evidence whether attaching 

violence to the fascists was also intended, implicitly, to remind the public of 

British fascism’s supposed links to the Nazi genocide. The 43 Group might have 

understood its violence as performative in this way, although there is no 

evidence that it sought to exploit the idea of Jews as being less likely to be 

associated with violence, in the hope that the blame for street fighting would fall 

on fascists who were already so associated.   

However, the 43 Group was not solely interested in physical resistance. In fact, 

it pursued a number of strategies that were, in their legalism and appeals to 

establishment opinion, diametrically opposed to its illegal activities on the 

streets. These strategies included calling for a legislative ban on fascist 

movements and incitement to racial hatred, and attempting to build alliances 

with a broad range of moderate antifascists, such as sympathetic political 

figures, religious leaders, the NCCL, trade unions and other labour movement 

organisations.241 The 43 Group also published literature, including, from July 

1947, the monthly newspaper, On Guard. The newspaper distanced itself from 

violence and expressed patriotic loyalty to Britain. When the underground 

Jewish Irgun organisation killed two British sergeants in Palestine in July 1947, 

On Guard condemned, ‘violence in whatever form it may be manifested, 

irrespective of its source or perpetrators’.242 The Group’s militancy on the 

streets contrasted sharply with its official rhetoric and public appeals, which 
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closely echoed the concerns and policies of the Board and AJEX. The following 

section interrogates the 43 Group’s published and unpublished materials to 

assess its approaches to the Holocaust, with a particular concentration on On 

Guard. 

The 43 Group originally made a number of references to the Holocaust. There 

was, however, inconsistency between its private and public discourses. The 

Group’s internal letterhead, with its quote from Maccabees that, ‘It is better for 

us to die in battle than to behold the calamities of our Nation and Sanctuary,’ 

signalled that the Holocaust be understood as central to the Group’s private 

identity and core determination to confront fascism.243 However, On Guard 

marginalised the Holocaust in favour of the unifying idea of the Second World 

War and a universalist approach to Nazi victimhood. The newspaper launched 

with the demand that fascism be banned so that, ‘those things that happened in 

Germany...can never happen here’.244 This is ambiguous and its intention hard 

to get at. If it were meant to evoke the Holocaust, why was it limited thus to 

Germany and not extended to include Poland and the USSR, the main sites of 

planned extermination? Arguably, the liberation of German camps such as 

Bergen-Belsen and Buchenwald by the Western Allies gave focus to events in 

Germany.245 More than this, On Guard maintained a consistent focus on the 

fascist threat to democracy and the Nazis’ political victims, so that ‘the things 

that happened’ at least did not signal the ‘Jewish Holocaust’ alone but the 

concentration camps more generally. A letter to the 43 Group from member Eric 

Bloch linked the suffering of Jewish and political prisoners under the Nazis 

(Bloch also showed a misunderstanding of the operational workings of the 

camps and the difference between concentration camps and extermination 

camps): 

 There was a harsh knock at the door in the early hours of the morning - just another 

 Jew or political opponent was taken into forced labour and when too weak to carry on 
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 the starvation ‘diet;...his emaciated body was left to rot or chucked into the gas 

 chambers.
246

  

On Guard made several linkages between British fascists and the Nazis’ 

treatment of their political victims. British fascists’ knuckledusters were linked 

with Nazi methods in the ‘torture chambers of Belsen and Dachau’.247    

On Guard produced just one front-page story on the camps, in October 1948, 

with photographs of camp survivors in their bunks. The piece is striking in its 

absence of reference to Jews. It expressed outrage at the release of Dr Dering, 

alleged to have conducted medical experiments on Auschwitz prisoners, as well 

as the freeing of Ilse Koch, widow of the commandant of the Buchenwald and 

Majdanek camps. Neither figure was mentioned in connection to Jewish victims. 

The article dealt with calls in Germany to release three generals awaiting trial 

for war crimes, reminding readers that, ‘British air-men and prisoners of war met 

their death at the hands of S.S men and concentration camp guards!’248 When 

On Guard asked its readers whether they remembered ‘a fragment of that 

stunned horror’ on first seeing the dreadful photographs of the camps, and 

asked how many ‘vowed never to forget’, it spoke to its overwhelmingly Jewish 

readership but without invoking any Jewish element of the Holocaust.249 

There were references to this Jewish experience of Nazi persecution, but they 

tended to appear in On Guard’s smaller pieces, such as book reviews and the 

‘Little Sir Echoes’ series which profiled British fascists (the title refers to a 

popular song first recorded in 1939). The profile on James Larratt Battersby, a 

former BUF member whom now, as leader of the League of Christian 

Reformers, worshiped Hitler quite literally, argued that the fascists aimed to, 

‘convince the people of Britain that Hitler was right...when he was carrying out 

the physical extermination of millions of inoffensive Jews’.250 On Guard 

reiterated the existence of gas chambers in a review of the antisemitic British 

People’s Party’s (BPP) Failure at Nuremberg: An Analysis of Trial, Evidence 
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and Verdict (1946), which denounced the Nuremberg Trials as show trials.251 

The BPP was funded by Hastings Russell, the Duke of Bedford, whom 

considered the Trials to be a product of Jewish vengeance.252  

Similarly, On Guard discussed gas chambers in reaction to the fascists’ own 

utilisation of the term in their public statements. In December 1948, the NCCL 

General Secretary, Elizabeth Allen, writing in On Guard, criticised the Porter 

Committee Report (October 1948) for its recommendation that legislation not be 

extended to cover ‘group defamation’ because, according to the Report, this 

would discourage, ‘perfectly proper criticisms of particular groups or classes of 

persons', and curtail, ‘free and frank . . . political discussion and criticism'.253 

Allen doubted whether any members of the Committee lived in the East End of 

London or had encountered fascist meetings elsewhere in the country because 

those that had, ‘know that expressions such as “Gas chambers are too good for 

the Jews”...are a provocation and intended as such’.254 

Invocation of the gas chambers was not always defensive or reactive, however. 

British fascists had to be stopped because, according to On Guard, ‘One day, if 

they gain sufficient power, they will discard knuckle-duster and razor and 

commence mass murder with Tommy-gun and gas chamber’.255 Still, the focus 

here was on the dangerous potential of the enemy and not, explicitly, who these 

gas chambers might be intended for. In this sense, the reference to ‘gas 

chambers’ does not prove a ‘Holocaust’ context but can only be assessed in the 

context of a fascist seizure of power and its likely implications for unnamed 

victims. The closest On Guard came to politicising the Holocaust as a proactive 

weapon in its campaign to ban fascism was in its edition of January 1949. Here, 

Gerald Lewis reported on the United Nations’ adoption in December 1948 of the 

Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide. Lewis 

considered the final document a ‘fiasco’ because the UN had not made explicit 

the link between fascism and genocide. He linked racial genocide inextricably to 
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fascist ideology and presented this as the key reason why fascism must be 

banned: ‘there is only one group of people whose policy includes genocide - 

and they are Fascists’: 

 for under the guise of no other philosophy but that of Fascism has genocide become a 

 coldly planned, deliberate and scientifically executed policy; under no other regime have 

 death-factories been established; at no other time have whole races been exterminated 

 so coldly and systematically and deliberately as under Fascism.
256

 

Lewis focused on the perpetrators and did not detail the races subject to Nazi 

annihilation. Even when the author wrote of recently seeing a Polish film about 

Auschwitz, with many survivors taking part, he did not expand on the victims’ 

ethnic identities. Nevertheless, this article argued for the establishment in the 

public mind of a link between British fascists and the Nazi genocide. Lewis’ 

article was not representative of the focus On Guard would employ over its 

remaining run of issues, ending in December 1949, and a consistent demand to 

proscribe British fascism on the basis of the Holocaust was not developed.  

Generally, On Guard was in line with broader public discourse on the Second 

World War and the Axis war effort. In its appeal to a patriotic, universalising 

narrative of the Second World War, the 43 Group’s rhetoric cannot be 

differentiated from that of the Board of Deputies and AJEX. Indeed, the first 

edition of On Guard reminded readers that, ‘it was Nazi bombers that rained 

death from the skies and... murdered our defenceless families’: the scandal was 

British fascists’ links to the Blitz, not the Holocaust.257 The paper transmitted an 

antifascism built on patriotic inclusivity, in which the Jewish experience of Nazi 

persecution either did not appear or did so often alongside wider wartime 

symbolism. For example, the Holocaust was embedded alongside these wider 

motifs when the paper asked readers not to forget, ‘the London Blitz, Coventry, 

Lidice, Dachau, Stalingrad and the Warsaw Ghetto’, of which only the last 

referred unambiguously to Jewish suffering under Nazi occupation.258  
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A 43 Group pamphlet, Danger, Fascists at Work (1947), displayed on its front 

cover a Star of David, dripping with blood.259 The image suggested the 

Holocaust and spoke to the conflation of fascism and antisemitic persecution. 

And yet the wording of this publication included no reference to the Holocaust 

(using any contemporaneous term for it). Instead, the central image of the 

internal pages was of two gravestones, one carrying the Star of David and the 

other a Christian cross, with the caption ‘they fought together’. This was 

antifascism as a continuation of the war effort: fascism had re-appeared only a 

year after ‘tanks, fighter-planes, destroyers and submarines’ and ‘the prison 

camp’ (not the concentration camp, let alone the extermination centre).260 The 

43 Group believed that they found their ‘old enemy sneaking up on them’ - and 

combat was renewed.261 This battle unfolded as a contest of patriotism and 

honour. On Guard highlighted fascist treachery, framing this as an insult to 

Britain’s war dead: ‘Whilst men and women of Britain fought...leaders of these 

movements, out of harm’s way under Defence Regulation 18B, plotted and 

schemed for a fascist revival’.262 A march of Mosley’s UM in Brighton in 1948, 

which prominently featured former Nazi prisoner of war Erwin Scholtz (banging 

a drum), was a challenge to credulity: ‘Believe it or not! Brighton 1948 – 3 years 

after the end of the war!’263  

The idea of fascism as an affront to Britain’s honoured narratives of the Second 

World War allowed the 43 Group to locate itself as part of a broad-based, 

apolitical antifascist consensus. Thus, violence against the fascists emanated 

not from communists (with the implication of ‘Jewish-Bolsheviks’) but rather, 

‘John Citizen, who has not forgotten the war he went to fight’.264 The presence 

of fascism was ‘an insult to our dead’, an ambiguous phrase, but one that a 

heuristic reading of the Group’s literature suggests was meant to recall the 

nation’s war dead rather than Holocaust victims.265 The 43 Group projected 

themselves as English patriots, setting this against the fascists’ sham 
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patriotism. Their claimed spirit ran all the way from ‘Elizabethan adventurers’ via 

Gallipoli to the Home Guard and the Eighth Army, while the fascists were 

merely ‘scum’ who dared to call themselves guardians of English traditions.266 

The evidence suggests that the 43 Group was influenced by assimilationist 

motivations which were not explicitly articulated. These motivations are 

discernible in the Group’s appeals to English tradition, its repudiation of Jewish 

terrorism and actions against Mandate forces in Palestine, and its drive to share 

in and protect the patriotic commemoration of the Second World War.  

The 43 Group utilised the Second World War as a means of locating its 

antifascism within an acceptably broader, national narrative. Jewish antifascists 

could be seen to be extending their wartime duties, and to be safeguarding the 

war’s legacy. The war gave 43 Group members a sense of mission and special 

privilege as ex-servicemen. However, through the prism of the war, the Jewish 

experience could achieve some limited articulation. The 43 Group’s 

membership application form called the Second World War a conflict against 

‘racial persecution’ and detailed postwar fascist attacks on British Jews. On 

Guard did insist that one important aspect of the war had been its resultant 

defeat of the Nazi’s racist programme (usually described in a general sense, 

without reference to antisemitism). A postwar world that still witnessed fascism 

and racial hatred meant ‘a vast effort to achieve full circle’ (to return to the 

interwar problems of racism and antisemitism) and an affront to the memory of 

the war.267 On Guard dealt with global racism in a dedicated way, and with a 

focus that clearly transcended focus on British Jews. The dominant sense is of 

the 43 Group moving swiftly past even this limited expression of original ethnic 

particularism, in a calculated appeal to the universal. In this way, the first edition 

of On Guard sent out its ‘timely warning’ well beyond the Jewish community to 

the ‘citizens of Britain’.  

Through On Guard, the 43 Group vigorously promoted a pluralist model of 

antifascism. The newspaper asked:  

 Are you a Protestant, a Catholic, a Mohammedan or a Jew? Do you believe in 

 Democracy, the Atlantic Charter, freedom of speech, the United Nations, the rights of 
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 man? Do you belong to a trade union? Is your skin black or brown instead of white? 

 Because if so the Fascist hates your guts.
268

 

The paper’s justification was to said to lie in dynamic relationship to the 

broader, international dimension of resurgent fascism ‘rapidly gaining ground’ in 

South Africa and that had witnessed De Gaulle receiving the backing of 

Vichyites and members of the ‘pre-war Nazi organisation Croix de Feu’.269 This 

demanded a correspondingly expanded form of antifascism, ‘based on broader 

lines, with a larger sphere of activity’.270 Racism, rather more than fascism per 

se, was addressed through Peter Milton’s regular One World column. Milton 

examined topics such as the Ku Klux Klan, lynching and segregation in the 

southern states of the USA, and the colour bar in boxing. One World connected 

to the 43 Group’s analysis of the Second World War as essentially an 

antifascist, anti-racist struggle, so that postwar prejudice rendered the conflict 

fought in vain. A reader’s letter which questioned the link between the ‘colour 

problem’ in South Africa and antifascism, and which spoke of the need to ‘keep 

the blacks down’, drew the editorial response: ‘Fascist tendencies are no less 

dangerous in Durban than in Hackney’.271 Strikingly, a broader anti-racist policy 

was attributed to the 43 Group in the context of the UM’s increasing use of anti-

black and anti-Asian rhetoric. The confrontation between the 43 Group and the 

UM in Brighton in 1948 was thus described as a riposte to Mosley’s ‘back-to-the 

jungle campaigning’, with local ex-servicemen sending the fascists, ‘scuttling 

back along the London Road, battered, bruised and without a single recruit’.272  

On Guard insisted on the existence of a naturally-occurring, apolitical antifascist 

consensus. Thus, Dalston, and in particular the Ridley Road market, was 

described as the scene of regular violence between fascists and ‘the anti-fascist 

London public’. The ‘crowd’ was portrayed as inherently antifascist, and its 

reactions, in this case to an antisemitic, anti-government speech by British 

League member F.A Young, described as spontaneous: ‘this tirade proved too 

much for the patience of the crowd and eventually a large section of the people 
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began to call loudly, “Down with Fascism”.273 It was claimed that the fascists 

drew on themselves, ‘the hate and scorn of the whole nation’ and that, ‘all 

normal, decent men and women are anti-fascist at heart’.274 On Guard’s 

readers’ letters provided a useful means of demonstrating that consensus 

transcended Jewish reactions to fascism. Nevertheless, approaches from non-

Jewish readers were often framed with reference to the perceived left-wing 

sympathies of the paper, and with a wary nod to the existence of the ‘Jewish-

Bolshevism’ antisemitic trope. A member of, ‘that rather curious specie – an old-

fashioned Liberal’ and ‘neither a Communist nor Jew’ wrote to proclaim his 

hatred of fascism as a church-goer and ‘full-blooded Englishman’.275 

Expressions of support for the paper connected to the shared experiences of 

the Second World War. A Mrs Pollard, having lost her husband in the war, 

urged the paper to expose fascism, ‘so that my husband didn’t give his life in 

vain’.276 Another reader asked whether he might join the 43 Group as a non-

Jew and Conservative Party member, drawing the editorial response: ‘We 

understand that membership is open to men and women of every religion and 

political party who are sincere anti-Fascists”.277 

On Guard articulated a generalised anti-racism in a much more vigorous and 

well-publicised manner than anything produced by the Board of Deputies’ JDC. 

However, in policy terms there was little to differentiate the 43 Group from the 

establishment Anglo-Jewish reaction to fascism. The organisations shared the 

view that both antisemitism and other forms of racism were weapons in the 

fascists’ arsenal, so that Jewish defence propaganda should emphasise that 

race hatred was as much a threat to democracy as a special danger to any one 

ethnic group.278  

Most strikingly, On Guard did not give voice to 43 Group activists’ individual 

motivations for taking part in violent activities such as rushing fascist platforms, 

raiding fascist offices and destroying their opponents’ printing presses. Indeed, 

there was disparity between the Group’s official appeals and its street-level 
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actions. Morris Beckman claimed in his memoir that, ‘Above all, it was the 

unfolding extent of the concentration camp horrors that really unhinged us 

all.’279 The following section addresses sources such as memoirs and oral 

history interviews created over the last 30 years which do give voice to the 

activists’ experiences. The section identifies where these more recent sources 

privilege the Holocaust as antifascist motivation, as in Beckman’s recollections, 

as well as eliciting polycausal explanations for fighting back.      

Jewish antifascists remember their struggle 

As well as interrogating the archival sources of the Board, AJEX and the 43 

Group, this chapter builds on personal accounts of engagement with Jewish 

antifascism. This has involved secondary analysis of existing oral histories with 

the following antifascist veterans: Morris Beckman, Alec Carson, Ivan Bloch 

(known as ‘Martin’), Stanley Marks and Len Sherman (all 43 Group members), 

and Gerry Gable, who remembers the events of 1945-51 but was too young to 

have joined an antifascist group. The author of this thesis has also conducted 

interviews with Lewis Fox, Harry Kaufman and Jules Konopinski (43 Group) and 

Henry Morris (AJEX). In addition, the chapter draws on Beckman’s memoir of 

the 43 Group. 

These sources do not suggest a monocausal explanation for the activists’ 

antifascism. However, the Holocaust does surface as a singular, distinctive and 

often dominant element in some of these retrospective accounts, revealing a 

striking dissonance with the official Anglo-Jewish rhetoric of 1945-51.  

In his introduction to Beckman’s memoir, published in 1992, Vidal Sassoon 

wrote, ‘And so it began. We had turned the other cheek for the last time’. For 

Sassoon, who joined as a 17-year-old, the 43 Group’s antifascism was 

galvanised by the Holocaust, cast in the still smouldering crematoria and 

shaped in defiant reaction to the emerging news of the Nazi genocide. In 

Sassoon’s’ account, knowledge of Auschwitz gave the 43 Group an imperative 

to protect what remained of European Jewry. Fear of renewed extermination 

was only one reaction. There was also admiration for those Jews, such as 

Mordechai Anielewicz and his followers in the Warsaw Ghetto uprising, who had 
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fought back against the Nazis. And there was the angry urge to ‘return the hate 

in kind’: a raw sense of settling scores with British fascists held to be linked 

irrevocably to the Holocaust.280  

Beckman argued that the Nazi genocide was central to the 43 Group’s 

formation: 

 Going from a cinema showing newsreels of piles of Jewish men, women and children 

 being bulldozed into limepits in the concentration camps, and then passing an outdoor 

 fascist meeting or seeing swastikas whitewashed on Jewish homes and synagogues 

 affected these ex-servicemen with emotion ranging from choleric anger to a cold hard 

 desire to kill the perpetrators.
281

 

On his return from the war, Beckman had learnt about renewed fascist activities 

from his father and, with a number of Jewish ex-servicemen, had visited the 

Board of Deputies’ JDC. There, he was frustrated by what he remembered as 

the insistence on restraint and proper channels he met with from ‘elderly 

academics’ and ‘legal gentlemen’, who told him, ‘We’re having lunch with this 

MP and that MP next week.’282 Legalism and arguments for freedom of speech 

compounded the perceived inaction, which Beckman viewed retrospectively 

through the prism of the Nazi genocide: ‘If a [fascist]...shouted, “The Nazis were 

right to have gassed the Jews!”...it would have been terribly provocative and 

inexcusably vile, but he had the right to say it”.283 Copsey claimed it 

unsurprising that Jewish ex-servicemen outraged by images of the 

concentration camps were hostile to the Board’s calls for restraint and 

avoidance of confrontation with fascists.284 Renton has highlighted how 

Beckman’s account stresses the generality of his experiences of frustration and 

drive to action, rather than seeking to present himself as being especially 

prescient or motivated. Beckman remembers that he sought to speak for the 

Jewish ex-servicemen who encountered the signs of unchecked fascist revival 
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day-to-day, who picked up fascist literature at tube stations and who called, in 

vain they thought, for action from their MPs.285 

Sometimes, activists remember the Nazi genocide in the context of the Second 

World War, reflecting on it in the light of that wider, global conflict. Lewis Fox 

recalled that, ‘I came home. I found that Mosley... we fought a war, millions of 

people got killed...six million Jews, and on the strength of that...I joined the 43 

Group’.286 More often, however, the Holocaust eclipses or stands in for that 

wider conflict, as when Henry Morris, a veteran of AJEX, talked about, ‘a war... 

in which six million people had died’ – a striking reversal of the earlier narrative 

that subsumed the Holocaust within the purely military account of the war.287 

The Holocaust is remembered as having dominated the conversations, thoughts 

and actions of 43 Group members, being talked about inside the Group 

because: ‘We all knew what Hitler had done’.288 For Stanley Marks, the Group’s 

fighting spirit and camaraderie derived from what members knew about the fate 

of Europe’s Jews. Marks thought it impossible that the Holocaust could not have 

driven the Group’s existence because its members’ whole lives, inside and 

outside the Group, were dominated by the spectre of the Holocaust.289 The 43 

Group manifested Martin Bloch’s determination that, ‘they weren’t going to do it 

to us again’.290 The lack of reference to the Holocaust in 43 Group rhetoric is 

especially striking when the memories of veterans such as Fox, who had lost 

family in the Holocaust, are considered. Indeed, the Holocaust for Fox was 

primarily about immediate relationships: ‘not only “the Jews” but...our family. 

They killed my father’s brother’.291 

Jules Konopinski grew up in Breslau in Nazi Germany (now Wroclaw in Poland). 

His family fled in 1938, taking Konopinski first to Poland and then, at the 

outbreak of war in 1939, to Britain. Konopinski remembered his reaction to 

postwar British fascism as angry, impulsive and non-ideological: 
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 I was a young man then. I don’t suppose I even realised what I was thinking. It’s only in 

 hindsight you realise; you asked the question ‘what did I think?’. Well, I was hot-headed. 

 I wanted to do things. I wanted to be active.
292

 

To Konopinski, the 43 Group seemed the ideal receptacle for physical 

resistance unbound by ideological interpretations of fascism. Indeed, sheer 

physicality was what made the 43 Group distinctive. Fox does not remember 

the 43 Group having political discussions - ‘all I knew, they were physical’ - 

providing a welcome contrast to the Board’s rhetoric and its advice to Jews not 

to fight back.293 The 43 Group’s original membership had a youthful profile. 

According to Beckman, those present at Maccabi House for the 43 Group’s 

inaugural meeting were all in their twenties, ‘unmarried and not settled’.294 

Later, the Group would extend membership to a younger group, including Harry 

Kaufman, who had been too young to fight in the Second World War but who 

had experienced antisemitism at school or on the streets. The core membership 

of the 43 Group was made up of young men, trained to fight and kill. The 43 

Group’s membership did not just set it apart from the usually older 

representatives of the Board but also from those ex-servicemen who were tired 

of fighting and anxious to marry and settle down, who did not become 

antifascists.295 In this sense, 43 Group members were committing themselves 

neither to an ideological rebuilding of the postwar world nor to reconstructing 

their personal lives but to the physical destruction of their fascist enemies. 

Konopinski did not talk about the Holocaust in relation to his family’s experience 

of Nazi antisemitism (his father was arrested by the Gestapo in 1938 but 

managed to escape; he and his mother were allowed to leave the country only 

after ceding to the regime most of their savings and the income from the sale of 

their property). However, Konopinski did talk about the Holocaust as motivation 

for his involvement in the 1948 Arab-Israeli war. A number of 43 Group 

members fought in that conflict as volunteers, among them Konopinski and 

Sassoon. The two friends travelled clandestinely together along the established 
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trail, via the training camp at Saint-Jérôme near Marseilles.296 For Konopinski, 

the decision to fight was motivated by the Holocaust, the plight of Jewish 

refugees and the idea of Israel as a safe haven for the remnants of European 

Jewry. He maintained that Zionism as a ‘political idea’ was not discussed within 

the 43 Group. The decision to fight emerged out of his concern for the camp 

survivors. His aunt and uncle, brought over by his family from a DP camp, were 

survivors of Auschwitz and Belsen: 

 So we knew that there was a need for people to get to Palestine and then there was a 

 need for Israel, for Jews to have their own state. No, I don’t call that Zionism. I call that 

 humanity.
297

 

This need primarily for the surviving Jews to have a country, the sight of 

Holocaust survivors behind barbed wire again in the British internment camps 

on Cyprus, and the insistence that Jews never again be ‘pushed around from 

pillar to post’ were, for Konopinski, set apart from Zionism as political ideology, 

which was for him distinguished by its goal of the relocation of the entire world 

Jewry to Israel. This, he feels, is how most 43 Group members felt about Israel: 

‘Unless you were a political zealot...I wasn’t Ben Gurion.’298 This sentiment is 

echoed in the memories of other 43 Group veterans. Bloch says that all he 

wanted was for Israel to be a place where the displaced persons could find 

respite.299 Fox was similarly appalled by the British internment of Jewish 

refugees in Cyprus. The nature of these oral histories calls into question how 

these veterans understood and engaged with Zionist teleology. Fox recasts his 

political identity in the light of an arguably modern conceptualisation of Zionism: 

‘I was a Zionist...but I never called myself a Zionist. I only supported everything 

there, everything they had there’.300 Because of these linkages between 

fascism, the Holocaust and the 1948 war, veterans’ antifascism and support for 

Israel take on the appearance of seamless continuity. Thus, Sassoon and 
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Konopinski fought British fascism, departed for Palestine, came back and 

smoothly ‘rejoined the fight against fascism’.301  

Dissonance between memories of the Holocaust’s importance and the official 

strategies of 1946-1951 is starkly revealed in Henry Morris’ recollections. Morris 

spoke on an AJEX platform at Speakers’ Corner in London’s Hyde Park almost 

every Sunday between his joining the movement in 1946 and 1952, at which 

point AJEX wound up its open-air campaign, believing Mosley’s UM to have 

been defeated by the country’s improving economic situation. Morris 

remembered that knowledge of the six million Jewish dead meant he ‘lost no 

time’ in joining AJEX on demobilisation from the Fleet Air Arm. And yet when 

Morris was asked what he remembered talking about on those Sundays in Hyde 

Park, he said: 

 No, I can’t recall [talking about the Holocaust]...they [the fascists] more or less adopted 

 their pre-war attitude – Jews controlled the banks, Jews controlled the press, Jews 

 controlled entertainment, you name it, Jews controlled it.
302

 

Here, the Holocaust seems not to have been afforded political space amidst the 

competing need to counter long-standing antisemitic tropes, in the context of 

AJEX’s educative strategy. While this exclusion of the Holocaust contrasts with 

Morris’ memories of original motivation, it also suggests the competing priorities 

of antifascists at a time when fascist antisemitism itself took a variety of forms, 

including Holocaust-related insults, justifications and denials but also references 

to Jewish terrorism in Palestine, ‘Jewish-Bolshevism’, slanders about Jews’ 

non-contribution to the war effort, and the conspiracy theories of Jewish control 

Morris remembered trying to dispel. Morris’ recollections appear to confirm the 

essentially reactive strategy AJEX employed and the absence of a positive 

platform designed to discredit British fascists through linkage to the Holocaust.       

Some evidence suggests that antifascist veterans’ memories have been 

reshaped in conscious engagement with markers of developing Holocaust 

remembrance over the intervening decades between their original antifascism 

and their recorded interviews. Fox, for example, remembered following the 
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Nuremberg Trials closely (‘they should all have been hung’).303 Bloch recalled 

his initial lack of knowledge of the Holocaust and the subsequent impact 

watching the Eichmann trial on television had on him – a memory that he 

connected to more recent controversies of Holocaust denial: 

 We’d heard of concentration camps but didn’t know what they meant. They were just 

 places where people were kept, they weren’t killed, they weren’t murdered... the first 

 thing I know is when the British army overran Belsen and we started to get pictures 

 coming back and it was just unbelievable. Completely unbelievable, but I think we know 

 more about it than we did then, much much more.  

 Just sit him [the British author and Holocaust denier, David Irving] down and let him 

 listen to Eichmann, who didn’t deny it.
304

 

Alec Carson grappled with the importance of the Holocaust for his antifascist 

identity. On the one hand, his interview demonstrates a powerful sense of 

antifascism dominated by a Holocaust consciousness that ‘filtered through’, 

even if Carson did not remember this impacting on private discourse: ‘I don't 

recall the sort of conversations we had. But we knew that when we saw these 

bastards getting up and saying, "Kill the Jews" again, having just finished a war 

where Jews were killed [that the 43 Group’s relationship to the Holocaust 

occurred in that context]’. However, Carson went on to talk about a number of 

motivations for his antifascism, including the antisemitism his family 

encountered in Russia and Poland, and his own experiences of prejudice: ‘Even 

without the Holocaust, the fact that you're called a “Jew bastard”...gives you 

sufficient reasons to want to do something about it.’305 Such reflections 

demonstrate an active appreciation of the dominant narrative represented by 

the Holocaust but also an insistence that this was not the only story, that there 

are other experiences which should be recognised.  

It is possible to see in the oral history interviews a process through which 

respondents struggled with the task of building a coherent, ‘acceptable’ 

antifascist narrative, in relation to the Holocaust and alternative narratives. For 
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example, in some respects Fox told a readily recognisable story, drawing on a 

repertoire of images from the wider cultural environment. In particular, there is 

the antifascist legacy of the Second World War and the Holocaust as family 

history, with reference to Auschwitz, that pervasive symbol of evil. And yet Fox 

also remembered motivations for antifascism that do not conform to this 

recognisable, and arguably acceptable, antifascist memory culture. In particular, 

his memories of antifascism are shot through with the idea of fighting back as a 

means of winning respect, including from the fascists. Fox tells how, during the 

Second World War, his father dealt with an antisemitic comment in his 

workplace: 

 They had the printers below. And one day, my father came down from his 

 workroom...one of the men said something about the Jews. So my father went over and 

 smashed him in the face, knocked him to the floor and said ‘My son is fighting in Italy’. 

 The next morning, for the very first time, the staff said good morning to our staff, to the 

 Jewish staff.
306 

Fox connected this teleology of violence to his own antifascism: ‘if you hit a 

Blackshirt in the face, they respected you afterwards’.307 For Fox, the 43 Group 

was not engaged in a ‘zero-sum’ game, an uncompromising fight with British 

fascists in response to their perceived links to Nazism and the Holocaust. 

Instead, its violence operated in dynamic relationship with the fascists, 

permitting the fascists to respond positively to the idea of the Jew they were 

confronted with; the position of the Jews themselves could be ameliorated 

through the violent interaction. This has echoes in other veterans’ memories: 

the idea that the physicality of the 43 Group confounded the fascists’ 

preconceptions of Jews as weak and passive, and thereby challenged fascist 

attitudes towards their opponents.308 Such recollections connect the 43 Group’s 

antifascist violence very strongly to ideas of masculine virility and an emphasis 

on Jewish physicality that interacted with assimilationist demands for respect 

and acceptance.  

The wider Second World War, without reference to the Holocaust, retains its 

importance in antifascist memories. Beckman remembered that it was fascist 
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slanders about Jewish behaviour during the war that prompted the attack on the 

British League at Whitestone Pond in 1946. Harry Kaufman remembered being 

incensed by similar British League provocation at Ridley Road: ‘[it was] vile 

antisemitism I’d never heard of before and...stupid, because if you look at 

Jewish ex-servicemen’s records, there were over 60,000 [British] Jewish men 

and women in World War Two’.309 A sense of wartime connection between 

Nazis and British fascists in part fired Carson’s antifascism: ‘After all, we’d just 

come out [of] fighting a war with Nazis - the Nazis are fascists’.310 

Many of the 43 Group veterans’ oral life histories evince a sense of special 

privilege in the fight against fascism that was afforded them by their wartime 

experience. A common theme is the pride veterans experienced in their 

achievement, and the challenge fascism represented to their military honour. 

Stanley Marks remembered that, ‘we had people with military medals, the 

Victoria Cross’ who would not, ‘stand and see another war arise against the 

very principles for which they’d just stopped fighting’.311 There was political 

capital in military decorations. Konopinski remembered that when 16 members 

of the 43 Group were arrested in Dalston and taken to a police station, they 

proudly announced themselves, ‘Thomas Gould, Victoria Cross’ and ‘Gerald 

Flamberg, military medal’. ‘They [the police] said, “you shouldn’t be here, you 

know, you can go” and they [the 43 Group members] said, “No thank you, we 

want our day in court”.312 Gerry Gable remembered witnessing, as a 12-year-

old, the savage attack on two Jewish boys, Raymond Keen and Henry 

Freedman, by a fascist gang in Dalston in May 1949. In the aftermath, Gable 

described the 43 Group visiting the local police commander ‘wearing their 

ribbons’ and insisting they would, ‘hang the culprits off the nearest lamppost - 

“either do your job or don’t”’.313 The awe and prestige attached to the Group lent 

members an exalted sense of belonging, including as it expanded beyond its 

original core of veterans to attract younger members. Kaufman, for example, 

joined as a 16-year-old. The Group was still predominantly one of ex-
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servicemen but, ‘then they found most of us that...had experienced antisemitism 

at school and then this was like a step up’.314   

The legacy of the Second World War resonated as a call to return to action. 

Kaufman explained that veterans returned, ‘expecting a nice, easy life...and 

then Mosley appears two or three years after the war’s finished...that’s not 

on’.315 The war gave Jewish antifascists both a sense of continuity and a 

justification for violence. This is remembered, in extreme language, by Bloch in 

reference to his military training: ‘I’d never been told to stop killing Nazis.’ Bloch 

said that had he been ordered to, he would not have hesitated to kill Mosley 

because the UM leader was also a ‘Nazi.’316 However, the Second World War 

might have lent the 43 Group a rather limited sense of continuity. Konopinski 

remembered being unhappy when the 43 Group disbanded in 1950 because he 

felt that a constant, albeit reduced, antifascist presence should have been kept 

in place to deal with any renewed fascist advance. However, Konopinski 

remembered that when the 43 Group assessed fascism to be on the retreat, 

members were impatient to ‘revive their lives’, to get married, return to 

education or pay more attention to family life.317 There is the sense of the 

Second World War as a short-term catalyst for antifascism, and the 43 Group 

as an interlude in the life of the returning soldier.  

A perception of antifascist pluralism emerges in veterans’ memories. Len 

Sherman recalls that ‘many, many more non-Jewish people...were against the 

Nazis than actually Jewish, because it wasn’t really a Jewish thing, but the 

Jewish people were the earmark of fascist propaganda’.318 Len’s analysis of 

antisemitism as a cynical and divisive tool to ‘con the British public’ appears to 

be consistent with communist interpretations of antisemitism, and it is 

interesting in this regard that although Len was not a party member, he did 

support the Communist Party of Great Britain’s (CPGB) Progressive 

Businessmen’s Forum. However, oral histories also present disparities with 

official antifascist emphases on common struggle. The 43 Group as an 
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operational unit of ‘commandos’ can be understood primarily as a form of ethnic 

mobilisation. Kaufman recalls that he was recruited into the group by Harry 

Bidney, a well-known figure within Jewish antifascism. Kaufman was sent to an 

address on Bayswater Road in London where he was asked: 

 certain questions about my background...not trick questions but they asked me where I 

 had my Bar Mitzvah, for instance, and had I not been Jewish, I wouldn’t have known 

 what they were talking about, so there were little things that they threw at you to 

 strengthen the fact that you were of the Jewish community.
319

 

‘Jewishness’ could have a causal effect on antifascism. Kaufman remembered 

that he reacted to the presence of fascist speakers in Walthamstow, where he 

grew up, because he was conscious of his Jewish identity. His antifascism 

came ‘firstly, because I’m a Jew’. Kaufman’s interview demonstrates a coherent 

narrative of antifascist reaction built around his Jewishness. He remembered his 

revulsion when fascists talked about, ‘the fact that the Jews had the black 

market...that Jews were responsible for dragging us into the war...the real 

enemy wasn’t the Germans, the enemy was the “aliens” that came to 

England’.320 His narrative is spun around antisemitism as a central thread, from 

school experiences through to seeing Blackshirt street meetings in the 1930s 

when he was aged eight or nine, and on to his anger at the rhetoric of postwar 

fascist meetings. Carson experienced a heightened awareness of being Jewish 

because, ‘you were listening to the same filth every time you went [to a fascist 

meeting]. Carson explained his commitment to antifascism in terms of his 

original revulsion at the fascists and then its transformative effect on his sense 

of Jewish identity – ‘it hardened our resolve to do something about [fascism]’.321  

Antifascist veterans remember their shock and anger in reaction to the 

Holocaust, and their linking of British fascists to the Nazi persecution of Jews. 

They do not remember any worked-out antifascist policy built around the 

Holocaust in their original activism. Beckman did not believe that British fascists 

had any realistic chance of coming to power and exterminating Jews: they were 

not a political force of note. He insisted on the need to defeat fascism because 

the fascist presence was, ‘large enough to be very uncomfortable’ for local Jews 
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faced with swastika graffiti, violent assaults and fascist literature shoved through 

letterboxes.322 43 Group members seemed neither to have spoken publicly 

about the Holocaust to counter fascism nor waited around long enough to hear 

what the fascists had to say about the Nazi treatment of Jews – as Konopinski 

remembered: ‘we didn’t stand to listen to them. The minute they started, that 

was the incentive to rush forward.’323 If, for individual members at least, the 43 

Group was mainly a reaction to the Holocaust, this was an angry, barely-

formed, non-ideological reaction that manifested on the streets. It presented as 

an urge to hit back and was not articulated through Holocaust ‘awareness’, 

education, commemoration or intervention in public discourse. And when the 43 

Group came to feel, at the beginning of the 1950s, that fascism was on the 

retreat, it disbanded: it had no sense of mission to make the Holocaust manifest 

in the public sphere. The overwhelming sense was of relief, of a job completed, 

as Fox remembers: ‘We got rid of the bastards. That’s all. We got rid of the 

bastards’.324 

Conclusion 

The Board of Deputies and AJEX did not ask their members or the wider British 

public to mobilise around the Holocaust. The 43 Group did so sporadically, 

through a number of relatively isolated pieces in On Guard. There is little 

evidence to suggest that Anglo-Jewish antifascist organisations identified 

political capital in the genocide, and significant evidence to show instead that 

they developed their appeal along the lines of the pluralist form of antifascism 

that dominated politically in 1945. This adhered to the prevailing discourse on 

the Second World War, in which a singular, distinctive concept of the Holocaust 

was barely formed. Anglo-Jewish antifascism was not built on the memory of 

the war and the genocide as the equal, separable parts of a new consensus 

against fascism. In this sense, this chapter adds to Tilles’ findings on the 

Board’s antifascism in the 1930s: just as in that prior decade, so in 1945-51 the 

Board was actively antifascist but only willing to express this political struggle 
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through campaigns which highlighted fascism’s threats to the wider British 

nation. 

All three organisations generalised the problem of fascism in order to persuade 

a wider audience to build a united antifascist front. This imperative to persuade 

dictated the key policy difference between the Board of Deputies and AJEX on 

the one hand and the 43 Group on the other. The Anglo-Jewish establishment 

saw violence as incompatible with persuasion. Morris remembered his work in 

AJEX as primarily revolving around the need to convince the British public of 

the danger fascism posed, and the undemocratic, unparliamentarily future 

fascism promised. For Morris, non-violence was both most likely to persuade 

and most consistent with the need to protect democracy, social harmony, law 

and order. Morris did agree that 43 Group members were motivated to violence 

by the Holocaust and thus allowed that they were ‘equally and correctly 

incensed’; he wondered about his own capacity for violence: ‘we secretly 

perhaps, if the circumstances were different...but we thought differently’.325  

Oral sources and memoirs suggest that the Holocaust was understood by some 

individual members as the original, dominant motivation for combating British 

fascism, talked about ‘all the time...there weren’t many of us there who didn’t 

have some family or connections’.326 But Anglo-Jewish antifascism barely 

articulated the deeply-experienced emotional reaction to the Holocaust felt 

among so many British Jews, even if the sources cannot prove that this reaction 

was the dominant motivation for their involvement. Oral sources and memoirs 

suggest a sharp disparity between activists’ reflections on the Holocaust and 

how their original antifascism was expressed at an organisational level. Perhaps 

the true value of these subjective sources lies in their ability to reveal how this 

disparity has grown over time and in collective memory; history and memory 

fragment around the Holocaust as activists’ reflections separate increasingly 

from the antifascist record of the day. At the same time, the Board’s drive to 

explain the Jewish presence in Palestine reflects an indirect expression of the 
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Holocaust through reference to other themes, as Cesarani and Sundquist have 

pointed out.327   

The following chapter retains focus on the period 1945-51 but concentrates on 

left-wing antifascism. This shared periodisation coincides with Clement Attlee’s 

Labour government. However, Chapter 2 will argue that the Labour government 

of the period did not constitute an actively antifascist organisation. Instead, the 

chapter will examine the extent to which fringe Left organisations and the labour 

movement politicised the Holocaust as a means of influencing the political 

centre represented by Labour in power.
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Chapter 2: Never forget? The Holocaust and left-
wing antifascism, 1945-51 

This chapter provides analysis, missing in the historiography, of the extent to 

which Left antifascism utilised the Nazi genocide in 1945 to 1951. The 

periodisation encompasses both Labour in power and the height of British 

fascism’s revival in the immediate postwar years. The period also marked a 

decisive shift in Soviet attitudes towards the Holocaust, which in turn influenced 

British communists. It will be argued that Attlee’s Labour government cannot be 

considered to have been an antifascist organisation because it did not formulate 

dedicated antifascist policies beyond negative vetting procedures that were in 

fact primarily targeted at communists. The chapter concentrates instead on left-

wing organisations outside Labour: the Communist Party of Great Britain 

(CPGB), trade unions and the Trotskyist Revolutionary Communist Party (RCP). 

The focus here is on the organised labour movement beyond the parliamentary 

Labour Party and government, as well as on fringe movements which sought to 

impact on the political centre. There is also discussion of the National Council 

for Civil Liberties (NCCL). While the chapter briefly summaries the 

historiographical debate on the extent to which the NCCL was ‘on the Left’ (or 

indeed, communist-controlled), it is not directly concerned with resolving this 

question. The NCCL is included here as an organisation which, it will be argued, 

sometimes deployed the language of the Left to act upon the political centre, 

and which was sufficiently aligned with left-wing groups through joint antifascist 

action to be relevant to this study. 

The evidence used here includes pamphlets, election and campaign materials, 

and letters produced by Left organisations’ committees. It also includes a 

number of oral histories of CPGB veterans. However, interviews where 

participants shared their memories of postwar antifascism are hard to locate, for 

example, in the CPGB Biographical Project archived at the British Library. 

When communists recall their antifascism, they tend to do so within the interwar 

context, around the familiar set-pieces of Olympia (1934) and Cable Street 

(1936). This reflects the historiography of British antifascism, which is much 

larger on the 1930s than the postwar period. It suggests too a related impact on 
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the focus of interviewers’ questions. There is, perhaps, a self-fulfilling prophecy 

around the notion that in the postwar period, antifascism was of gradually 

decreasing importance to the CPGB as issues such as the Cold War and anti-

imperialism gained ascendency.  

Labour in power: the promise of antifascism 

Labour’s landslide General Election victory of July 1945 might have seemed set 

to bury British fascism. In the run-up to the election, Labour campaigners 

exposed Tories who had expressed sympathy for interwar fascism. Roy 

Jenkins, contesting Solihull, reminded his audience that, ‘hiding behind 

Churchill’s war record’ were, ‘hundreds of Tory members of parliament, men 

who sought to buy off Nazism and Fascism with loans and friendship’.1 Labour 

candidates reminded the public of Tory links to prewar pro-Nazi groups such as 

The Anglo-German Fellowship and the Right Club. Conservatives who had 

praised Mussolini or Hitler had their words flung back at them. Meanwhile, in the 

first radio broadcast of the campaign on 4 June 1945, Winston Churchill 

attempted to equate Labour with Nazism. He claimed that a socialist 

government seeking to control, ‘the entire life and industry of the country... 

would have to fall back on some form of Gestapo, no doubt very humanely 

directed in the first instance’.2 This argument failed to resonate with an 

electorate knowledgeable of Attlee’s First World War record and Labour’s 

contribution to winning the Second World War. Above all, Labour’s victory was 

infused with hope, freedom and all that was presented as inimical to fascism, 

borne on the promise that people would, ‘enjoy again the personal civil liberties 

we have, of our own free will, sacrificed to win the war’.3  

However, the Second World War had also witnessed divisions between some 

Labour members and their representatives in Churchill’s War Cabinet on the 

question of antifascism. Rancour was deepest when Labour’s Herbert Morrison, 

the Home Secretary, approved Mosley’s release from internment in November 
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1943. There was outrage a year later when, some members argued, British 

soldiers in Greece ostensibly fighting a war against fascism were required to 

turn their guns against communist antifascists instead.4 Antifascism resonated 

deeply with individual party members but Labour’s election manifesto Let Us 

Face The Future historicised fascism as a defeated force and, while it pledged 

to see out victory over ‘Japanese barbarism’, the manifesto focused on urgent 

postwar realities: food, work and homes. Labour campaigned without actively 

antifascist policies, and with no promise to ban fascism. 

After its electoral victory, Labour’s Home Secretary, James Chuter Ede, resisted 

calls to ban fascism. He argued for freedom of speech, winning support for this 

position as well as from ministers who feared that proscribing fascism might 

lead moderate right-wingers to sympathise with extremists.5 Moreover, in early 

1946 Attlee had been informed by a committee on fascism (GEN 110), chaired 

by the Lord Chancellor, Viscount Jowitt and including MI5 representatives, that 

British fascism was factionalised and therefore weak, although fascist agitation 

was concerning because of how it might be perceived abroad. In April of that 

year, the same committee reported to the Cabinet that fascist movements had 

very little support and did not pose a significant threat but were only capable of 

provoking public order disturbances.6 While fascism was seen as of decreasing 

importance, the Joint Intelligence Committee was telling Attlee that communists 

were the single greatest danger to national security, already in a position of 

influence within the labour movement and with the capacity to act as a ‘fifth 

column’ in the event of war with the Soviet Union.7 Despite the assessment of 

fascist weakness and this relatively much greater emphasis on the dangers of 

communism, both fascists and communists were the targets of negative vetting 

procedures for the civil service, introduced by the prime minister in a speech to 

the House of Commons on 15 March 1948. However, even this concretely 

antifascist move must be read in the context of the greater importance of anti-

communism in the rationale for vetting. Attlee declared that membership of the 
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CPGB might, ‘involve the acceptance by the individual of a loyalty, which in 

certain circumstances can be inimical to the State’. Because of this, Attlee 

declared that no member of the CPGB or anyone otherwise associated with it 

should be employed in work of vital national security. Only later in his speech 

did Attlee confirm that fascists would be governed by the same rules – and this 

was the only mention of fascism made in explanation of the vetting policy.8 It 

was communists, not fascists, who were seen as having a dangerous presence 

in the machinery of government, and the focus on the civil service must be read 

in this context. According to Renton, 134 out of 135 civil servants transferred or 

dismissed between 1948 and 1955 as a result of the vetting were communists 

and only one a fascist – although Renton claims that there were fascists in the 

civil service after 1945, including former 18B detainees such as Andrew Burn.9 

In April 1948, Chuter Ede did utilise the Public Order Act 1936 to impose 

temporary bans on political marches in East London, causing Mosley’s Union 

Movement (UM) to re-route its marches away from the area; in May 1948 all 

political processions were similarly banned, and other bans were enacted until 

April 1950. Renton has argued, however, that since most marches in this period 

were those of left-wing groups, the Left was disproportionately affected by the 

bans; the London Trades Council was unable to hold a May Day procession 

from 1948 to 1950, for example.10 Denis Pritt, who won Hammersmith North in 

1945 as an Independent Labour member, argued in his memoir that the Labour 

government’s reluctance to ban fascism outright was connected to its virulent 

anti-communism. Labour, he said, did not want to be associated with the CPGB 

campaign for a ban.11 Copsey, however, has attributed Labour’s position to 

continuity of state policy: Chuter Ede considered the Public Order Act sufficient 

to see off Mosley, as it had been in the 1930s when fascism had enjoyed 

relatively much more support.12  
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Unlike the Labour government, the CPGB developed a clear antifascist policy, 

demanding legislation to ban fascism and the incitement of racial hatred. In this 

context, it published a number of materials that referenced fascist antisemitism 

and, directly, the Holocaust. The following section explores the extent to which 

the CPGB developed a consistent interpretation of the Nazi genocide in its 

antifascism. It looks at the impact of ideology, Soviet developments and the 

Cold War on this approach. It also considers how the party’s repositioning after 

1941 as a movement of the patriotic Left and its consequent rejection of 

militancy impacted on its approaches to the Holocaust. 

The CPGB and the Holocaust 

By 1945, the CPGB had a long tradition of linking antifascism to its analysis of 

class struggle. In particular, The Battle of Cable Street in London’s East End 

(October 1936) represented a usable past. The CPGB had been quick to 

develop commemoration of the Battle. During the Second World War, 

communists were holding up Cable Street as evidence of the long continuity of 

their brand of antifascism – from the streets of the East End and Madrid in 1936 

on to Stalingrad in 1942-3.13 The CPGB claimed not merely to have led the 

resistance to Mosley’s fascists on that day but, in doing so, to have galvanised 

in the heat of the Battle the essential oneness of the East End working class. 

Phil Piratin, who became Communist MP for Mile End in 1945, expressed the 

party’s cherished narrative of the Battle when he wrote about the coming 

together of 

 bearded Orthodox Jews and rough-and-ready Irish Catholic dockers...never was there 

 such unity of all sections of the working class as was seen on the barricades.
14

 

During the Second World War, the CPGB continued its actively antifascist 

stance. From 1943, the party’s newspaper, The Daily Worker, was reporting on 

fascist meetings.15 The CPGB was prominent in opposing Mosley’s release 
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from internment in November of that year: the party organised two large-scale 

demonstrations, one of which attracted around 30,000 people.16  

After the 1945 General Election, the CPGB appeared to be in a strong position. 

Twenty-one communist parliamentary candidates had achieved a total of 

102,780 votes. There were now two communist MPs: Piratin (Mile End) and 

Willie Gallacher (retaining West Fife). Both, however, represented the sought-

after achievement of ‘little Moscows’: highly localised bastions of support.17 

Party membership had peaked in 1942 at 56,000 people, at the time of closest 

identification between the CPGB and the valiant defenders of Stalingrad. 

Membership stood at 42,143 in April 1945. Although many wartime recruits had 

left the party by the end of the war, this figure was still more than double the 

highest pre-1939 levels.18 It has been claimed, however, that the CPGB’s 

wartime patriotism (following the German invasion of the USSR in 1941) and 

consequent support for uninterrupted industrial productivity led the party to lose 

some of its influence over factory stewards and began to detach it from shop-

floor activism.19 

In its antifascism, the CPGB began to eschew the type of confrontational 

response that had seen barricades and upturned lorries at Cable Street. After 

1945, the party instead maintained a legalistic approach, demanding a ban on 

fascism and incitement to race hatred. Its turn away from militancy should also 

be read in the context of its policy of measured criticism of the Labour 

government between 1945 and 1947, after which the party turned leftward in 

the context of the Cold War.  

It is necessary here to distinguish between the role and influence of local 

communist branches (and the undirected participation of individual communists) 

and the CPGB’s national antifascist strategy. The CPGB continued to celebrate 

its militant antifascist traditions. Invoking the spirit of Cable Street, EP 

Thompson, later the renowned historian, demanded in the 1947 pamphlet The 
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Fascist Threat to Britain that communists, ‘place our bodies between the 

fascists and our freedom’.20 However, the essence of Thompson’s argument 

was the party’s call for a ban on fascism. The extent to which the CPGB had 

rejected street-level militancy is strikingly demonstrated by Thompson’s advice 

that communists who encountered fascism in their locality should get residents 

to sign a petition to Chuter Ede.21 In 1947, local communists were still 

confronting fascists on the streets.22 However, the party appeared to have 

officially given up militancy as damaging to its reputation, preferring to apply 

pressure on the Labour government for a ban on fascism through popular front-

style alliances with other political parties, Jewish antifascists, trade unions and 

the NCCL.23  

EP Thompson did not raise the ‘spectre of communism’ but instead reaffirmed 

the party’s commitment to law and democracy. It will be argued below that the 

repositioning of the CPGB as a party of the patriotic Left also influenced its 

approach to the Holocaust. 

The CPGB’s patriotic antifascism and discourses on the Second World War 

The CPGB, much like the Jewish antifascist bodies, operated its postwar 

antifascism in conditions shaped by the very present memory of the Second 

World War. And, like those Jewish antifascist movements, the CPGB contested 

narratives of the war with its fascist opponents. Combating British fascism often 

meant reminding the public of its links to Mussolini and Hitler, but not the Nazis’ 

racial programmes. Communists often employed the Second World War as a 

dominant motif, without reference to the Holocaust. In 1949, the communist 

Hackney Worker reported on a fascist march from Bethnal Green to Dalston’s 

Ridley Road in London, ‘come to sing the Horst Wessel song of the Nazi 

stormtroopers’. Railing against the heavy police presence designed to protect 

against this provocation, the newspaper remembered that, ‘the most terrible war 

in history is associated with fascism’ (the war, not the Holocaust) and observed 

                                                            
20

 EP Thompson, The Fascist Threat to Britain, 1947, Zaidman Collection (hereafter ‘ZC’), 
University of Sheffield, 118/4/227, pp.15-16. 
21

 Ibid, pp.14-15. 
22

 Lionel Rose recorded local opposition organised by Jews and CPGB members in ‘Factual 
Survey no 2. Survey of Open Air Meetings Held By Pro-Fascist Organisations, April-Oct 1947’, 
1948, WL accession no. 97827, shelf mark 252/0606.  
23

 Copsey, Anti-Fascism in Britain, pp.88-9. 



96 
 

that ‘During the war we fought to kill Fascists and now we employ police to 

protect them’.24  

Fighting British fascists with reference to the war did involve the CPGB in 

refuting the same antisemitic slanders that outraged Jewish ex-servicemen. In 

his 1945 election campaign materials, Piratin, himself of Jewish heritage, 

robustly defended Jews from fascist charges of shirking combat and choosing 

to profiteer instead on the Home Front. This defence is marked by the absence 

of the Holocaust as a case for special treatment; in its place, there is the 

insistence that Jews be treated no differently from other citizens: 

 The Jews have done their bit in the war. They have not asked for special praise. They 

 have done no more than the rest of the British people. But they have done no less. Out 

 of less than 500,000 Jews in Great Britain, 50,000 are serving with the Armed Forces 

 and another 10,000 in the R.A.F.
25

 

Soon after the war, the CPGB appealed to patriotism – and xenophobia – to 

defend the wider working class and ex-servicemen. In No British Jobs for 

Fascist Poles (1946), the party criticised Attlee for allowing Polish soldiers 

under the command of General Anders, whom it accused of being a notorious 

fascist, to settle and find work in Britain. Claiming that one-third of this Polish 

Resettlement Corps (the so-called ‘Anders’ Army’) had fought for Hitler, 

including in the SS, and that the rest were fascists, the CPGB demanded that all 

160,000 Polish troops be repatriated. But the communists’ charge against the 

Poles was participation in the Axis war effort: there was no mention of atrocities. 

And rather than seeking justice for war crimes – or, specifically, the Holocaust – 

the CPGB wanted to send the soldiers back to Poland to work for the country’s 

reconstruction: ‘There is no reason why British jobs should be given to these 

Poles. There is plenty of work waiting for them in their own country, in repairing 

the damage done by Nazis.’ Meanwhile, a trade union official was quoted as 

saying that the Poles’ brand-new uniforms were offensive to impoverished 

British ex-servicemen who found themselves homeless.26 
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By the late 1940s, the CPGB’s antifascist focus was increasingly on the 

question of arming the Federal Republic of Germany. The CPGB equated West 

Germany’s leadership and armed forces with the Nazis and claimed that Labour 

was betraying Britain’s wartime sacrifice: ‘Germany is being rearmed and given 

back its Nazi-led air force which rained death and destruction on London’. 

Concentration camps were alluded to but not in terms of racial victims in a 

CPGB cartoon attacking German rearmament. Entitled ‘Once Again?’, this 

portrayed a row of ghost-like figures, labelled ‘Coventry, Belsen, Buchenwald, 

Dachau (these last three in striped prison uniforms), Lidice and Rotterdam’.27 

Harry Pollitt, the party’s General Secretary, first urged the public to remember 

the Blitz in resisting a newly armed-Luftwaffe, and then ‘Belsen and the mass 

murder camps!’ to oppose the release of Nazi war criminals to rebuild the 

German army.28 Clearly, Nazi conduct was present in communist objections to 

German rearmament, albeit without reference to its victims. However, the main 

focus of the CPGB’s appeal here was on the ‘breach of faith’ being committed 

by the Western Allies against their peoples whose wartime sacrifice was being 

betrayed, and the spectre of another war against a remilitarised Germany.29  

CPGB references to the camps which did not mention victims’ Jewishness were 

in line with broader British memory and discourse at this point. Patriotism 

aligned the CPGB with what it saw as the British people’s faith in the legacy of 

the Second World War. In this, the Holocaust was not as important as appeals 

to the national memory of the Blitz, war dead and military competition with 

Germany. In this sense, the CPGB did not diverge significantly from general 

forms of discourse about the war. The CPGB’s rejection not just of militant 

antifascism but eventually also of antifascist street protests also tended to make 

the Holocaust of secondary importance, as the following section will 

demonstrate. 

Not just ‘bash the fascists’: the Holocaust and communist militancy 

CPGB strategies to deal with fascism, and Marxist ideology, were attractive to 

antifascists who rejected or became disaffected with what they saw as their 

                                                            
27

 CPGB, Stop Arming the Nazis! (1950), ZC, 118/4/219. 
28

 Harry Pollitt (CPGB), The Nazis Shall Not Pass (1952), ZC, 118/4/47, p.5; p.7. 
29

 Ibid, p.3; p.12. 



98 
 

original, undirected violence. Wolf Wayne, interviewed as part of the CPGB 

Biographical Project (1999-2001), remembers that the Holocaust fired his 

antifascism; however, he was also attracted to the CPGB’s political analysis of 

fascism and the party’s wider ideology. As a prisoner of war in Bavaria, Wayne 

had been identified as a Jew and separated from the other British prisoners; in 

the chaos caused by the Red Army’s advance, he had merged back into the 

ranks of the other prisoners unnoticed. After demobilisation, Wayne joined the 

Association of Jewish Ex-Servicemen and Women (AJEX). In 1947, after ‘a big 

debate within AJEX’, Wayne left to join the militant 43 Group. There, he 

smashed up fascist meetings, sold the 43 Group newspaper On Guard and met 

local antifascist groups: ‘it was great!’ At this time, Wayne began to make 

friends with communists, both in and outside the 43 Group; he joined the CPGB 

after hearing Harry Pollitt speak. Wayne then remembered reflecting on his 

original reaction to fascism and thinking that something had to be done to give 

the ostensibly apolitical 43 Group more direction so that it was ‘not just bashing 

up the fascist meetings’. However, his suggestion to the CPGB that he and 

other communists take control of the 43 Group was firmly rejected by the party, 

which did not wish to be so clearly identified with militancy.30  

Among Jewish recruits to the CPGB, raw, wild feelings about the Nazi genocide 

might have been seen as failings and contrary to the spirit of Marxist 

rationalism. Bob Darke wrote in his memoir of his unease around communists of 

Jewish heritage (although without specific reference to the Holocaust): ‘They 

were too sensitive, their feelings were too close to the skin... a great many 

Gentile comrades felt the same way.’31 On the other hand, people of Jewish 

heritage galvanised by the Holocaust might have seen in the CPGB the most 

effective vehicle for expressing their antifascism despite the absence of an 

active appeal, although the evidence here is slight. The mathematician and 

CPGB member Hyman Levy argued publicly that Jewish reaction to the 

Holocaust naturally manifested in support for communist antifascism. Levy 

responded to a series of articles published by Rebecca West in the Evening 

Standard, in which she claimed that the CPGB’s antifascism in Jewish areas 
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was a cynical ploy to win votes. West’s work echoed Orwell’s Inside the Whale, 

in which the author argued that communist antifascism was an expedient tool 

for the USSR in the Popular Front period when it needed western allies.32 In an 

open letter to West, Levy first insisted that communists had always cared about 

antisemitism and stood for the equality of all workers. Then Levy described the 

post-Holocaust links between Jews and communist antifascism:   

 Today, the mood of young Jews is different. We fight for our lives as did the Jews of the 

 Warsaw Ghetto. If we are kicked, we kick back. In that fight, we look around for allies, 

 for those who understand, for those who are prepared to fight with us against this 

 menace that smells of Belsen, of Maidenek, of Dachau, of Czarist pogroms, of the Black 

 Hundreds.
33

 

For Levy, political discussion on banning communist parties as well as fascists 

was outrageous since, ‘it is the Fascists who are preaching anti-semitism and 

race hatred, while it is the Communists who are the staunchest opponents of 

race hatred.’34 

In 1957, Levy exposed Soviet antisemitism in the communist World News and 

Views and was expelled from the party in 1958 following publication in New 

Statesman of his letter criticising the CPGB’s response. Levy’s was a sense of 

betrayal framed by the Holocaust: 

 After what has happened to Eastern European and to German Jewry under the Nazis, 

 the present leadership of the Soviet Union cannot surely imagine that its Jewish 

 population...will absent-mindedly forget that people like Markish and Pfeffer and other 

 such writers and poets were done to death in Soviet prisons.
35

 

Communists who continued to confront the fascists with violence despite party 

disapproval did so for a variety of reasons. Royden Harrison, from the 

generation too young to have fought in the Second World War, turned over 

fascist platforms on Sundays at Hampstead Heath. For him, the CPGB’s 

disavowal of militancy was frustrating. However, it was the war and the 
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physicality of youth, not the Holocaust, which made Royden anxious to be 

involved: ‘We were young. We hadn’t fought in 1939-1945. We wanted to catch 

up.’36 Monty Johnstone went to Ridley Road between 1946 and 1947 to 

confront fascists. He recalled that his inspiration was the powerful legacy of 

1930s’ communist antifascism: ‘my line was that we should take a leaf out of the 

communist [sic] of 1936...clearing them [the fascists] off the streets’.37  

Monty Goldman was born into a Jewish family in the East End in 1931. He 

remembers his father’s left-wing views and denunciations of the Daily Mail’s 

support for the Blackshirts. Goldman joined the Young Communist League 

(YCL) in 1949, aged 18. While still at school, through communist contacts, 

Goldman encountered the 43 Group. As a school boy in uniform, Goldman was 

able to follow the fascists unnoticed, passing information back to the 43 Group. 

In his oral history interview, Goldman justified 43 Group violence by referring to 

the Holocaust, although in a way that emphasised the Soviet, rather than the 

Jewish victims of Nazism (and that conflated the wider war, the occupation of 

the USSR and the Holocaust): 

 It [43 Group tactics] was self-defence. I don’t mind if a few fascists get knocked about. I 

 mean it’s nothing to what they were responsible for with the mass murder and the way 

 Soviet citizens, 22 million of them were put into concentration camps and killed.
38

 

Goldman insisted that it is natural and honourable for communists to emphasise 

antisemitism when they commemorate the Holocaust. Here though, Goldman’s 

narrative might bear the influence of the development of Holocaust 

remembrance in the intervening years between his interview and the period of 

his antifascism. Indeed, Goldman remembered that communists were talking 

about the Holocaust in 1949 but as part of wider Nazi crimes and without a 

distinct, singular emphasis, as was consistent with the norms of 

contemporaneous discourse: ‘You spoke about the atrocities; you didn’t speak 

about the Holocaust’.39 And when Goldman discussed antisemitism and the 

Nazi genocide, he tended to follow this with immediate reference to the Nazis’ 
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political victims, with reminders that the concentration camps were originally 

meant for communist prisoners. Goldman grappled with a means of reconciling 

the modern conception of the Holocaust, with its emphasis on racial victims, to 

an interpretation that held true to his political loyalties and identity. Ultimately, 

Goldman fought the fascists as a ‘communist Jew’ rather than a ‘Jewish 

communist’. 

Above all, Goldman resolved to fight fascism because ‘ideologically, it’s a 

disaster’.40 Communist ideology, with its conception of antisemitism as a 

weapon of capitalism, would influence how the CPGB related to the Holocaust 

in the period 1945-51. The following section considers the influence of 

communist thought on its approach to the Nazi genocide, including the extent to 

which the CPGB excluded the Holocaust from its antifascist rhetoric.  

Ideological and Soviet influences on CPGB approaches to the Holocaust 

Phil Piratin wrote about the Nazi persecution of the Jews in his 1945 General 

Election campaign materials for the Mile End constituency. Piratin discussed 

antisemitism and the Nazi concentration camps with reference to Archibald 

Ramsey’s attempt to have parliament reinstate an antisemitic statute from the 

time of King Edward I (Ramsay was a Conservative MP and fascist who had 

been interned during the war under Defence Regulation 18B). Piratin’s riposte 

built on the orthodox communist interpretation of antisemitism: 

 Stir one set of people against the other and you take their minds off the real enemies of 

 the nation – that’s the idea. Yet look where it led the German people - to war and 

 misery, to the barbarism of Belsen and Buchenwald.
41

 

This was the communist conception of fascism and antisemitism as capitalist 

tools used to divide and distract the working class. The Comintern defined 

fascism in 1933 as, ‘the open terrorist dictatorship of the most 

reactionary...elements of finance capital’.42 Piratin’s was a reductive analysis 

which failed to grasp the visceral reality of Nazi racial hatred and the enormity of 

the regime’s eliminationist antisemitism. In referencing the Western European 
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concentration camps of Belsen and Buchenwald, rather than the extermination 

camps of the east, Piratin’s propaganda revealed the same imaginative failure 

to comprehend the planned extermination aspect of the Holocaust that was 

present in non-communist understanding in the West at this time.43 This was 

despite the fact that the Red Army had liberated camps such as Majdanek, 

Treblinka, Chelmno and Auschwitz. In 1944, the Red Army newspaper Krasnaia 

Zvezda (‘Red Star’) had published an illustrated article on Majdanek; in the 

same year, Vasily Grossman’s ‘Treblinka Hell’ in Znamia (‘The Banner’) 

described in detail the arrival of victims by train, the selection procedure, the 

gas chambers and crematoria at the camp.44 Nevertheless, Piratin was 

diverging from dominant representations of Belsen which paid little attention to 

the victims other than as devices to expose Nazi bestiality.45 Indeed, Piratin was 

unusual in directly linking Nazi antisemitism to the concentration camps.  

Also during the 1945 election campaign, materials produced to support William 

Rust, CPGB candidate for Hackney South, talked of the Holocaust alongside 

the nation’s wartime sacrifice, and called for a ban on fascism: ‘Six years of war, 

three hundred thousand British casualties...the murder of five million Jews in 

Europe and millions of non-Jews’.46 This material questioned, rhetorically, 

whether the war had been only against German fascism or against fascism 

everywhere, and talked principally about the wartime hardship and sacrifice of 

the Jewish people. It is significant that the CPGB produced for Piratin an 

identically-worded article, with only his name substituted for Rust’s: both men 

were fighting for constituencies with large Jewish communities.47 Linking the 

Holocaust to the campaign to ban fascism can be seen here as an attempt at 

the ethnic mobilisation of Jews, built around the Nazi genocide. Significantly, 

these election materials ended with demands for antisemitism and ‘racial 

incitement’ to be made illegal ‘as in Soviet Russia’; for the British government to 

campaign against antisemitism internationally; and for easier arrangements for 
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Jews seeking British citizenship. Finally, strikingly, there was a demand for 

revision of the Palestine White Paper of 1939, which had limited Jewish 

immigration into Palestine.48 Having acknowledged that the USSR was saving 

Jews from Hitler’s ‘death trains’, the party’s National Jewish Committee (NJC) 

called for co-operation with Zionists, signalling an end to, ‘the confusion and 

sectarianism’; it urged unity in the war effort.49  

The NJC endorsed the resolution of the World Trade Union Conference in May 

1945 that Jews be allowed to ‘rebuild Palestine’ as long as this did not 

adversely affect other national groups. This was evidence of a major shift in the 

communist position on Zionism, which until this point was consistently 

denounced as the expression of bourgeois Jewish nationalism and linked to 

British imperialism.50 In the past, the effects of Jewish settlement on Palestine’s 

Arab population were emphasised: now the primary concern was the possibility 

of ‘a further blood bath for the Jews’ in the Middle East.51 Piratin and Rust’s 

1945 election materials should be contextualised within the period that began 

with the Popular Front, resumed after the Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union 

(1941) and ended with the onset of the Cold War when such an appeal to Jews 

qua Jews was possible. At this time, Rajani Palme Dutt, the CPGB’s leading 

theoretician, demanded that party members of Jewish heritage re-engage with 

Jewish communal life and organisations; he railed against these members’ 

preference for general work over Jewish particularist issues.52 Oppositional 

stances, insisting that true Marxists would never support Jewish particularism 

were, paradoxically, heretical. Alfred Sherman, using the penname ‘Avis’, saw 

himself as standing outside a dominating ‘rabbinical faction’ in the party and 

maintained that the true task of Marxists working among Jews was to, ‘break 

down the ghetto walls from the inside.’53 
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Piratin and Rust’s election materials also appeared at a time when Soviet 

developments enabled communists to identity the racial nature of Nazi 

persecution. The Soviet Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee (JAC), established in 

1942, was primarily intended as a means of disseminating pro-Soviet 

propaganda to western Jewish communities. Through these contacts, the JAC 

hoped to influence Allied support for the Soviet war effort, especially in opening 

up the Second Front. However, the JAC operated at a time when some of the 

USSR’s national groups were being allowed to express their culture and sense 

of identity.54 In this context, the JAC developed as a focal point of Soviet-Jewish 

culture. This included establishing contact with Soviet-Yiddish writers, and 

Jewish refugees from Nazi-occupied western areas of the USSR. The JAC then 

facilitated works which explored the tragedy, resistance and martyrdom of Jews 

under the Nazis. It became a centre for documenting the Holocaust, 

consistently with the aim of mobilising Jewish opinion outside the Soviet 

Union.55 Evidence suggests that, in 1945, the CPGB was influenced by the way 

in which discussion of the Jewish fate under Nazism was being tolerated in the 

USSR. Campaign materials were able to seek mobilisation around the 

Holocaust in constituencies with significant Jewish voters. On a national level, 

the CPGB also identified political capital in the Holocaust during the General 

Election campaign, as will be demonstrated in the ‘Cold War’ section, below. 

However, when communist propaganda was not specifically targeted at Jews, 

its conception of concentration camps could be markedly different. Focusing on 

the 1945 election, the CPGB produced a pamphlet called Fascist Murderers: 

Pictures of the Concentration Camps You Must Never Forget. This also centred 

on the western camps but, unlike Piratin’s propaganda, made no reference to 

Jewish victims. The pamphlet quoted the American journalist Edward Murrow’s 

broadcast from Buchenwald on April 15 1945 to stress the universal nature of 

suffering under the Nazis: ‘professors from Poland; doctors from Vienna; men 

from all Europe... The tortured included Germans, Czechs, Poles, French and 

other people.’ The pamphlet’s primary intention was party political and not 

directly antifascist: to expose pre-1939 capitalist and Tory appeasers of Hitler. 
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Images of piles of bodies were juxtaposed with British appeasers’ favourable 

opinions of the Nazi regime. The CPGB demanded that the guilty be punished - 

electorally: 

 In Britain, when the General Election comes, we must be sure that not one of the Tories 

 who praised or appeased the fascists before the war, and so bear a responsibility for 

 these crimes, will get back into Parliament.
56

 

This was the CPGB operating within a very British context, its rhetoric according 

with the universalism of the then dominant national liberal ideology. This 

approach contrasted sharply with the party’s approach to Jewish communities in 

East End constituencies. 

The impact of Soviet developments on British communist approaches to the 

Holocaust 

The CPGB’s strategy was modified over time in the light of Cold War 

geopolitical developments. In September 1947, the Communist Information 

Bureau (Cominform) was established to co-ordinate European communist 

parties; although not a member, the CPGB was expected to accept its analysis 

of a world divided into imperialist and anti-imperialist spheres, and to turn 

leftwards. In the USSR, the end of Holocaust remembrance with a particular 

focus on Jewish victims was signalled earlier, in 1946, with the strengthening of 

zhdanovshchina, the conservative doctrine that would come to place Jewish 

cultural nationalism firmly in the imperialist sphere. In September 1946, the JAC 

newspaper, Eynikayt (‘Unity’) had attacked Jewish cultural nationalism. The 

JAC was closed in 1948; the unpublished Soviet version of the Black Book of 

Nazi atrocities was suppressed in the same year; and by the winter of 1948-9, 

hundreds of Yiddish cultural figures were being arrested.57  

Soviet support for Israel had ended by September 1948, and Zionist conspiracy 

was added to the charges against JAC leaders at their trial in 1952. CPGB 

sympathy for Zionism resulting from the Holocaust and the plight of Jewish 

displaced persons (DPs) had been earlier qualified by the new Cold War 
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context. The CPGB implored Europe’s Jews to remain in the eastern European 

countries ‘under the new democratic governments’, where racial laws and 

antisemitism ‘have gone forever’.58 At no stage did the CPGB formally give up 

its ideological opposition to Zionism.59 These ‘new democracies’ elevated 

antifascism to state ideology but recast it in anti-capitalism, reinterpreting what 

and whom was regarded as ‘fascist’. This manifested especially in cynical 

interpretations of incomplete denazification in the Federal Republic of Germany. 

However, the evidence also suggests that the CPGB was working out its 

approach to the Holocaust with some degree of independence from Soviet 

developments. In 1947, British fascism was growing in strength, particularly in 

areas with large Jewish populations such as the East End. And so, even while 

zhdanovshchina was impacting on Holocaust memory in the USSR, the CPGB 

made the genocide key to its campaign to ban fascism. EP Thompson’s The 

Fascist Threat to Britain was couched in the language of Left patriotism. It 

emphasised Thompson’s impressive war record - ‘a tank leader from Cassino to 

the Po Valley’.60 Thompson first reminded his readers of the general suffering 

wrought by fascism: ‘the people of London and Coventry can give testimony. So 

can the people of Lidice. Of Guernica. Of Kiev and Leningrad.’61 However, 

Thompson then devoted a detailed sub-section of the pamphlet to fascist 

antisemitism, calling this a Nazi import.62 He unequivocally identified postwar 

British fascists with the Nazis, and made the Holocaust the central justification 

for banning fascism - and not the Blitz or other Nazi atrocities which he had 

earlier invoked: ‘The Nazis butchered more than 6 million Jews during the war. 

Isn’t that enough?’63  

The CPGB fundraised for its fight against fascism by jointly appealing to the 

memory of, ‘a war to overthrow fascism in which millions of lives were lost’ and, 

‘the fact that six million Jews were horribly slaughtered’.64 It is not completely 

clear why, briefly in 1947, the CPGB diverged from Soviet attitudes to the 
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Holocaust. However, there was no ‘Moscow line’ on the Holocaust but only 

signals that zhdanovshchina was taking an anti-Jewish turn. The JAC was not 

liquidated until the following year and even then, the implications of this for 

Soviet Holocaust remembrance might not have been readily apparent to the 

CPGB.  

The party’s materials in the later years of Stalin’s rule suggest a reversion to the 

practice of discussing Nazism’s victims without mention of the Jews that was 

consistent with these developments. In 1949, CPGB materials for the London 

County Council (LCC) elections in South Hackney linked exploitative capitalists 

and the fascists, calling for, ‘a London free from landlords, big business and the 

Fascists’. Strikingly, the appeal here was to the legacy of the Second World 

War, without mention of fascist antisemitism. The charge against the LCC was 

that it had allowed Mosley to book school halls, ‘to conduct activities against 

which Hackney’s war dead laid down their lives’.65 In 1950, party activist Isabel 

Brown’s account of Nazi persecution solely referenced the regime’s political 

victims and celebrated the role the CPGB had played in rescuing communists 

from Hitler: ‘It is a great reward to know that many of them, rescued from 

indescribable horrors...are now playing leading roles in the governments of the 

New Democracies.’66  

The CPGB made an inconsistent approach to the Holocaust. As late as 1947, 

the Holocaust was an important part of the party’s antifascism. The CPGB 

invoked gas chambers and the six million Jewish dead as persuasive devices in 

its call to ban domestic fascism; it conjured up the Nazi genocide as deadly 

evidence of what British fascists might achieve should they come to power; and 

it used Holocaust imagery as part of emotive appeals to fund its antifascist 

campaigns. It is striking that the CPGB conformed here more closely to the 

modern paradigm of the Holocaust than did the prevailing national liberal 

discourse on Nazi conduct in the Second World War. The party’s use of the 

Holocaust can be understood as an extension of its approach to the ‘Jewish 

question’ and its willingness to engage with the Jewish community not just 
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through class analysis, a finding that substantiates the work of historians such 

as Srebrnik and Cullen on ‘Jewish communists’. That the CPGB used the 

Holocaust to appeal to Jews in a way that transcended a purely class analysis 

is revealed in the party’s moderated attitude towards Zionism immediately after 

the war. Zionism had previously been derided in part because it was seen as 

dividing Jewish and Arab workers in the Middle East: for a time, this class 

opposition to Zionism became muted. The Holocaust’s presence in nationally-

focused materials is evidence, against Kushner’s analysis, that the genocide 

could not be politicised in the late 1940s. This chapter demonstrates the 

circumstances in which such a politicisation was possible, as limited as they 

were. While, broadly, communism eclipsed the Holocaust, this chapter 

demonstrates that, for a period at least, the CPGB was able to shine a light on 

the Nazi genocide.  

In the later years of Stalin’s rule, however, as evidenced by materials from 1949 

and 1950, CPGB antifascist rhetoric omitted the Holocaust and references to 

Jews. Where the party dealt with fascist antisemitism, it did so through the 

prism of older, ideological interpretations of fascism’s inextricable links to 

capitalism. 

There is no monocausal explanation for the CPGB’s approaches. Although this 

chapter supports Cesarani’s arguments against the idea of ‘silence’ on the 

Holocaust, the differing ideas present in CPGB rhetoric point equally to the lack 

of a coherent narrative of the Nazi genocide in this period. Even before the 

CPGB’s leftward turn as the early stages of the Cold War developed, it was 

influenced by the universalising attitudes to Holocaust victimhood present both 

in Western liberal democracies and the USSR. In this period, the CPGB was 

capable of producing literature that dealt with the Nazis’ racial extermination 

and, simultaneously, works which omitted all mention of Jews and other ethnic 

victims. Preoccupation with western concentration camps such as Belsen and 

Buchenwald showed that the CPGB sometimes spoke to the dominant national 

discourse of Nazi ‘atrocities’ and ‘bestiality’, rather than the planned annihilation 

which, ironically, the Red Army had first revealed to the world. 
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This chapter now turns its attention to the Trotskyist RCP. It considers the 

extent to which RCP attitudes to the Holocaust derived from ideological 

assumptions shared with the CPGB or, conversely, the degree to which the 

Trotskyists’ differences with the ‘Stalinists’ enabled them to develop a different 

interpretation and rhetorical approach to the Holocaust.   

‘Not Nazi Germany but British India!’The Holocaust in RCP polemic 

The RCP formed in 1944 as the official British representative of the Trotskyist 

Fourth International. It sprang from the amalgamation of the Revolutionary 

Socialist League (RSL) and Workers’ International League (WIL). From the 

start, the RCP was infused with revolutionary expectation; it was certain that its 

400 militants would soon form the vanguard of the British working class. During 

the Second World War, the RCP was exhilarated by the CPGB’s transformation 

into a patriotic, conservative force in industry. Although the CPGB gained its 

largest ever support because of its identification with the Soviet war effort, the 

RCP seized the opportunity to present itself as the authentic leader of strikes 

and trade union causes.67 The elected leadership of the RCP was largely 

inherited from that of the WIL, including Jock Haston and Ted Grant. The RCP 

therefore shared the WIL’s insistence on open politics and its rejection of 

entryism: a minority of the RCP supported entryist tactics, articulating this in 

their Militant newspaper. After Labour’s General Election victory in July 1945, 

the RCP leadership maintained that there was no organised left-wing in the 

Labour Party to align or be otherwise associated with.68 Instead, the RCP 

predicted the imminent collapse of the Attlee administration under the pressure 

of the very grass-roots radicalism that had won it victory in 1945. Like the 

fascists, the RCP had its own sense of crisis and palingenetic prophecy, 

imagining that the inevitable end of imperial rule in India would trigger economic 

disaster in Britain and repressive measures from Labour, resulting in a 

revolutionary situation.69 

RCP militancy translated into its antifascist action. Unlike the CPGB, the 

Trotskyist party did not urge its members to avoid confrontation with fascists. It 
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stood for a ‘United Front of militant action against fascism’.70 The RCP declared 

that a ban on fascism would never happen because even under Labour, the 

state was a ‘capitalist state machine’, riddled with fascist elements ‘especially at 

the top’. For the RCP, it was obvious that the working class must be mobilised 

for antifascism and that, ‘it is a question of smashing the fascists and not of 

banning them’. Confusingly, however, the RCP called in the same document 

(Smash the Fascists, 1946) for the government to ban fascism because, 

‘Labour was placed in power to represent the workers’ wishes.’71 The following 

section explores how the RCP’s militant, critical stance influenced its rhetoric on 

the Holocaust. It also looks at how the RCP, because it was less affected by 

patriotic left-wing attitudes, was able to utilise the Holocaust as a tool of political 

activism and polemic. 

‘Smash the Fascists!’ RCP militancy and the Holocaust   

The primary motivation for RCP antifascism was the threat posed by fascism to 

the working class as a whole. The RCP wanted to smash British fascism while it 

was still weak, drawing on the bitter experience of the failure of Italian and 

German workers to do so in the interwar period. The result then had been, ‘the 

massacre of the best representatives of the working class’. Antifascist action 

would, however, gain the support of the, ‘racial and religious groups who are 

made scapegoats of the foul propaganda of fascist gangsters’.72 The RCP did 

not prioritise the racial victims of fascism but rather subordinated their support 

to the concept of antifascism as a general working-class movement. 

The RCP believed itself to be the authentic champion of antifascist action in a 

period when the CPGB was pursuing legal measures against fascism. It was 

highly critical of CPGB strategies, although it eschewed sectarianism with a 

plea to rank-and-file CPGB members for antifascist unity. Trotskyists attacked 

the CPGB’s popular front-style alliances with Tories and Liberals, held by the 

RCP to be representatives of the class that naturally supported fascism.73 In 
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urging CPGB members back onto the streets, the RCP did appeal to the 

defence of the Jewish community: 

 the leaders of the C.P and Y.C.L [Young Communist League] abandoned, really 

 deserted, the militant struggle against fascism. The official policy of the C.P is to keep 

 away from Ridley Road and elsewhere...Thus, they allow the fascists a free hand in 

 carrying out their anti-working class and anti-Semitic propaganda.
74

 

Again, the RCP managed to combine its insistence that the capitalist state was 

incapable of antifascist action with a demand for the government to make 

antisemitic and race-hate propaganda illegal. Although the Holocaust was 

absent here, and the primary focus again on class aspects of antifascism, the 

RCP had recognised that Jews were a particular target for the fascists and that 

their defence naturally demanded a militant attitude. The RCP was not, 

however, attempting to mobilise Jews specifically. Instead, its focus was on 

bringing the CPGB and YCL back to places such as Ridley Road, using an 

evocative appeal to the memory of the antifascism of the 1930s - Cable Street, 

Bermondsey and Hyde Park – when the rank and file of the CPGB had played a 

proud role.75 

The RCP generally avoided the type of patriotic or even xenophobic language 

that the CPGB employed in literature such as No British Jobs for Fascist Poles 

(1946). Indeed, the RCP employed the Holocaust in defence of Jewish refugees 

and against the exploitation of patriotic sentiment around the 1945 Hampstead 

anti-aliens petition (described in Chapter 1). The RCP’s response was a leaflet 

entitled Fight Race Hatred in Hampstead!. This focused firstly on the 

xenophobia and the abuse of patriotism revealed by the petition campaign: 

‘there is no suggestion that English people who came into Hampstead during 

the war should be expelled’. Then the RCP dealt with the refugees’ Jewish 

identity: ‘had they stopped [in Germany], they should have been sent to Belsen 

and such places’. This reference to Belsen demonstrates that the RCP had 

absorbed the then dominant imagery and understanding of the camps (as 

opposed to citing Auschwitz, for example). However, the RCP acknowledged 

the racial nature of Nazi persecution. There were in Hampstead, it said, political 
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refugees who had been, ‘driven out for their opposition to fascism’ but also 

others who ‘happened to be Jews.’ The RCP warned local people that driving 

out the refugees would see them sinking to the level of the fascists.  

Nevertheless, the RCP interpreted the petition campaign and locals’ 

harassment of the Jewish refugees through orthodox left-wing attitudes towards 

fascist antisemitism. The RCP called the campaign ‘an old dodge’ that meant to 

divert people’s attention from their real social and economic conditions. The true 

enemies remained the building profiteers, industrialists and landlords, for whom 

the fascists were merely a front (and the Holocaust therefore not of immediate 

importance as a reason to fight back). The RCP politicised the issue, 

demanding the nationalisation of the land and building industries, without 

compensation to the owners. At this early stage after the July General Election, 

the RCP was also publicly backing Labour – it called for readers to vote Labour 

in the upcoming Borough Council elections as a means of driving out 

‘reactionary’ Tories and effecting real change to the housing situation.76 

Over the course of the Attlee administration, however, the RCP distinguished 

itself from the CPGB through the Trotskyists’ political usage of Holocaust 

imagery to criticise government policies. The RCP deployed the Holocaust to 

expose the hypocrisy of capitalists who expressed outrage at Nazi 

concentration camps; to attack the policies of Western governments towards 

occupied Germany; and to equate continuing British rule in India with the worst 

of Nazi atrocities. The following section explores the RCP’s use of the 

Holocaust as a political weapon. 

‘Capitalists hide the truth’: the Holocaust in RCP political activism 

The RCP’s position as a virulent critic of the British and Western Allied 

governments (and the Stalinist Soviet Union) saw it employing the Holocaust to 

denounce a range of policies. In May 1945, the RCP’s Socialist Appeal dealt 

with the developing news of the Holocaust but with the insistence that 

‘capitalists hide the truth’. After acknowledging the unspeakable crimes 
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committed in Buchenwald, Belsen, Dachau, Orienberg [sic: Oranienburg] and 

Oświęcim (Auschwitz), the RCP focused its attack on, ‘the capitalist politicians 

and press lords, who now hold up their hands in horror’ but whom had financed 

or praised Hitler before the war. Then, without referring to Jewish victims, the 

piece unfolded as an attack on the Allies’ treatment of occupied Germany. The 

RCP reminded readers that, ‘the inmates of Buchenwald and the other 

notorious concentration camps were Germans’ and that, ‘In Buchenwald in 

1938, out of 6,000 prisoners, 2,000 were politicals, ie either Communists or 

Socialists.’77 Here, in a passage suggesting detailed but selective knowledge, 

the RCP conflated the prewar, pre-Holocaust concentration camps with what 

was to follow in the extermination camps after 1941, and was certainly 

inaccurate about the prisoner demographics of Auschwitz, listed as one of the 

notorious camps it claimed was mainly for German prisoners. Finally, the RCP 

made a wide-ranging attack on the Western and Soviet governments. It pointed 

to the hypocrisy of capitalists and ‘Labour fakers’ who blamed the German 

people for the Nazis’ crimes while not mentioning  

 The prison camps, the shootings and the famine which destroyed 5,000,000 people in 

 British controlled India. The suppression, the pogroms and lynching of Negroes in 

 America, or the colossal concentration camps with between 10 and 15 million inmates 

 which spread for 100 miles over the desolate Siberian wastes of the USSR.
78

 

The RCP gave significant attention to the suffering of the German population at 

the war’s end. Socialist Appeal described the ‘death march’ from Lodz in Poland 

to the outskirts of Berlin made by German refugees desperate to swap Soviet 

occupation for the British zone. The RCP reported how all but a small band of 

the 150 people who had set out died on the journey. A horrifying photograph of 

a dead three-year-old boy illustrated the narrative.79 In the same edition, a 

photograph of five desperately emaciated Indian men bore the caption ‘Not Nazi 

Germany but British India!’ as the RCP questioned Labour’s commitment to 
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ending British imperialism.80 The RCP was willing to push this tactic of equating 

Nazi crimes to British policies in increasingly radical and deliberately 

provocative ways. Considering the Nuremberg Trials, Socialist Appeal reflected 

on the charges against Fritz Sauckel, accused of directing Germany’s forced 

labour programme. ‘Agitator’ wrote that hearing Sauckel’s name, ‘turns one’s 

thoughts immediately to the plight of the half million German war prisoners held 

here [in Britain] as slave labour.’ Agitator went as far as to say that even Hitler 

had paid his slave labourers, unlike the British government.81 Nuremberg itself, 

according to the RCP, was primarily designed to deflect attention away from 

capitalist guilt over backing the Nazis.82 

In 1946, the RCP demonstrated a seemingly contradictory attitude towards 

Zionism. Trotsky himself had dismissed Zionism as being incapable of resolving 

the ‘Jewish question’: it would mean only increasing tensions between Arabs 

and Jews. Ultimately, said Trotsky, Zionism was doomed because it operated 

within ‘rotting capitalism’.83 The RCP’s Tony Cliff (born as Yigael Gluckstein in 

Palestine in 1917) described Zionism as a ‘buffer’ between imperialism and the 

Arabs’ national and social liberation struggle.84 However, the RCP would, like 

the CPGB, demonstrate a measure of sympathy for Zionism that reflected post-

Holocaust realities. In August 1946, Socialist Appeal attributed Zionist terrorism 

and unrest in Palestine to, ‘the despair of the surviving Jewish displaced 

persons’ and claimed that the Zionist struggle began because Labour had 

reneged on its promise to admit 100,000 Jewish refugees into Palestine. Once 

again, the RCP proved capable of utilising the Holocaust as a means of 

criticising Labour policies. There was, in fact, no substantial change in the 

RCP’s understanding of Zionism, which it maintained was, ‘a convenient tool to 

be played against the Arabs as the need arises’ and which served British 

imperialist aims to retain Palestine for its strategic importance.85 
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When it was criticising British government policies, alongside that of the 

Western Allies and Stalin, the RCP’s political usage of the Holocaust was not 

focused on the racial aspects of Nazism. Instead, it used ideas and imagery to 

equate, or make comparisons between, Nazi and imperialist policies. However, 

when the RCP concentrated on domestic fascism, it did so with some attention 

to the fate of European Jewry. In 1948, the RCP’s Ted Grant published The 

Menace of Fascism. Grant viewed fascism through the prism of Trotskyist 

ideology, insisting that, ‘the capitalists look to fascist movements to smash the 

working class...Herein lies the function of fascism’.86 However, Grant went on to 

describe Nazi persecution of the Jews in some detail. He followed the 

established RCP line of calling for a ban on antisemitism and race hatred while 

at the same time insisting that fascism could not be legislated out of existence: 

‘only the mass of the organised working class, understanding the nature of 

fascism and the militant policy of struggle against it’ could defeat fascism.87 The 

booklet included an appendix on ‘Jews in British society’. This was reminiscent 

of the educative strategy employed by Anglo-Jewish defence organisations 

against fascism and antisemitism. The appendix included facts to dispel 

allegations of Jewish control of finance, government and the black market – all 

without mention of the Holocaust. As in its open letter to CPGB and YCL 

members, the RCP was casting itself as the defender of Jews against fascist 

antisemitism, especially, as Grant reiterated, at a time when the CPGB had 

abandoned its militant traditions. The Jews themselves were conceived of in a 

passive way, as a group to be shielded by the RCP not only physically but with 

the facts. Grant was not concerned here with the question of an active Jewish 

resistance galvanised by the knowledge of Nazi persecution. 

British Trotskyists’ attitudes towards the Holocaust were broadly similar to those 

of the CPGB. Both communist parties maintained their ideological interpretation 

of antisemitism and fascism. Neither fundamentally revised this understanding 

in the light of the Nazis’ eliminationist antisemitism and racism. They did not 

question, for example, why National Socialism, as a capitalist tool to subjugate 

the working class, should have required the annihilation of the Jews. The RCP’s 
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militancy and the fact that it was more immune to patriotism and xenophobia 

than the CPGB enabled it to make the Holocaust relevant to the political issues 

of the day, albeit in the context of the RCP’s very specific interpretation of these 

issues. Unlike the CPGB in the period before Soviet repression of the JAC, the 

RCP showed no particular concern to mobilise Jewish support around the 

Holocaust.  

The following section considers the antifascist campaign of the NCCL. It will be 

argued that the NCCL’s official campaigns employed patriotic reference to the 

Second World War, making the civil liberties movement closer in its rhetoric to 

the CPGB than to the more radically critical Trotskyist RCP. 

The NCCL: antifascism, the Holocaust and civil liberties 

A number of groups involved in antifascism worked with the NCCL. The Board 

of Deputies of British Jews co-ordinated a national antifascist strategy with the 

NCCL and distributed the civil liberties organisation’s antifascist literature. The 

43 Group invited the NCCL’s General Secretary, Elizabeth Allen, to write for its 

On Guard newspaper. British communists co-operated with the NCCL for 

precisely the reasons the Jewish antifascists did, seeing the organisation as 

acceptably moderate and politically neutral.88 The NCCL’s membership included 

MPs from the Conservative, Liberal and Labour parties; church and other 

religious groups; and left-wing supporters from outside Labour, including 

communists.  

Mark Lilly described the apolitical origins of the NCCL, calling its aims for a free 

press, freedom of association and greater democracy not inherently left-wing 

but rather ‘the clichés of liberty’.89 However, Lilly also noted that in the 1930s, 

EM Forster, the NCCL’s first president, had felt obliged to deny charges that the 

NCCL was a communist-front organisation.90 In the 1930s and 1940s, the 

Metropolitan Police and Home Office were confused by the NCCL’s mixture of 

communists and ‘respectable’ liberals from religious and literary backgrounds. 
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The authorities were suspicious and alert but never quite able to characterise 

the NCCL as a tool of communist subversion.91  

Janet Clarke argued that the NCCL did have an ambiguous relationship to 

communism. She pointed to the presence within the NCCL of radical lawyers 

such as Denis Pritt, Neil Lawson, Dudley Collard and W.H Thompson, although 

she found no evidence that they were instrumental in forming the organisation. 

Even so, Clarke argued that the radicalism associated with the NCCL’s co-

founder, Ronald Kidd, and the extent to which communists and fellow travellers 

operated within the NCCL, made the security services’ attention ‘inevitable, 

even legitimate’.92 Clarke concluded that the NCCL was neither communist-

controlled nor subordinated to communist policy.93 Instead, the NCCL was 

associated with forms of political discourse which had emerged in Britain from 

the start of the twentieth century. This is a point enlarged on by Chris Moores, 

who pointed to civil liberties movements as syntheses of liberal and socialist 

goals, built around popular-front style alliances.94 Civil liberties activists sought 

to empower marginalised people, expose police illegality around protests, draw 

attention to imperialist violence and oppression, and question the nature and 

limitations of British democracy. It was natural then for the NCCL to sometimes 

share its rhetoric with the Left, which could mean identifying British 

governments as ‘reactionary’ or as an enemy of the labour movement.95 The 

NCCL was not intrinsically left-wing but taking part in a shared discourse with 

the Left that addressed itself to issues such as authoritarianism, abuse of 

power, democracy and freedom. The NCCL is not analysed here as an adjunct 

of the Left but, like the CPGB, as a movement that was influenced by the 

patriotic legacy of the Second World War, by a concern to protect democracy 

that connected to a liberal tradition, as well as by an attempt to mobilise labour 

movement antifascism. Each of these influences, it will be argued, had a 

bearing on how the NCCL approached the Holocaust. 
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After the Second World War, the NCCL’s antifascism was as imbued with 

patriotic nationalism as that of the Jewish antifascists and the CPGB. The 

NCCL stressed British fascists’ wartime treachery, with little reference to Nazi 

antisemitism or the Holocaust. The NCCL pamphlet British Union - Roll of 

Honour (1946) exposed the links between British fascism and the Axis war 

effort. There was special reference to William Joyce (‘Lord Haw Haw’): ‘one of 

the most notorious...of German broadcasters, breathing hatred and destruction 

against this country’. The NCCL also reminded readers of Walter Purdy, who 

had betrayed fellow British prisoners of war to the Nazis. The NCCL asked, 

‘shall we allow Fascism again to betray our young men?’ Within this patriotic 

antifascist rhetoric, there was a lesson on how to recognise fascists which 

included that, ‘they are the advocates of racial hatred and anti-Semitism’, but 

this aspect was not enlarged on.96 This appeal to the patriotic legacy of the 

Second World War was by no means a superficial one on the NCCL’s part: it 

went to the heart of its attitude towards banning fascism. At a meeting in 

London’s Kingsway Hall in 1946, NCCL delegates discussed the implications of 

such a ban for civil liberty in general. Chairman L.C. White remarked that the 

fascist revival meant that fascists had not, after all, ‘had a very bad war’.97 

However, he noted that internment under Defence Regulation 18B had probably 

prevented more fascists from betraying their country. On the question of a ban’s 

compatibility with civil liberties, White said that the NCCL, ‘had always had a 

rational view on what civil liberty might mean’; he stressed that civil liberties did 

not extend to allowing ‘pillage and murder’. Passing legislation accorded with, 

‘the main purpose for which the war was fought’ – the defeat of fascism.98  

The NCCL identified an antifascist mood in the country and demonstrated that 

its campaign would win support from across the political spectrum. It noted that 

a meeting in December 1946 held by the Edgware and Stanmore Jewish Forum 

had attracted Labour, Liberal and Conservative speakers (there was no mention 

of the Holocaust or any special relevance of the venue); a local Conservative 

association member had been prominent in opposing the fascist British Action 
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Party.99 The NCCL inextricably linked its campaign to ban fascism with the, 

‘tremendous sacrifices that have been made to bring about the military defeat of 

Fascist countries’. Fascism had to be prohibited because it was a threat to 

democracy and civil liberties, a defence which was at the heart of the war 

effort.100 

However, the NCCL also appealed to left-wing support. This appeal was framed 

firstly within the Second World War context, with a reminder that British fascists 

had praised Hitler and Mussolini, and that Mosley’s financial support from 

Fascist Italy had recently been discussed by Chuter Ede in parliament. British 

fascism was then described as anti-cooperative, anti-trade union and anti-

democratic.101  

An NCCL pamphlet published in 1948, entitled Look What’s Crawling Out 

Again, gave more attention to fascist antisemitism, although again without 

reference to the Holocaust and in a way that echoed traditional left-wing 

analysis of the phenomenon. Here, antisemitism was presented as a divisive 

tool used by the fascists to attack political parties (all on the Left). The pamphlet 

described how a British League activist had called the Labour government ‘Jew 

controlled’; The NCCL reminded readers that the Nazis had similarly slurred 

Weimar as a ‘Jew Republic’. Next there was a repudiation of the myth of 

‘Jewish-Bolshevism’. This served primarily as a defence of the CPGB rather 

than a dismissal of the antisemitic trope: the CPGB had been recently attacked 

as a Jewish ‘confidence trick’ by Mosleyites in Oxford University’s Corporate 

Club. The pamphlet’s focus on the left-wing victims of fascism continued with a 

warning that Hitler had moved against the trade unions and that British fascists 

were now turning their attention to unions as ‘the stooges of the Labour Party’ - 

although fascists were willing to work within the unions for the time being to 

further their own ends.102 The pamphlet ended with a call to ban both fascism 

and antisemitism but had not in any sense treated antisemitism as separable 

from fascism’s hatred of the Left.  
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At the Kingsway Hall meeting in 1946, John Platts-Mills (the Labour MP for 

Finsbury) used his recent experience of travel to the USSR and Yugoslavia to 

castigate Attlee’s administration for its inaction on fascism. He told the meeting 

about his ‘remarkable experiences’ in the Soviet Union, where, ‘everywhere was 

open: universities, facilities, institutions, the director was waiting to greet us. We 

had our own plane’. Platts-Mills reported on meeting ‘the Soviet people’, and 

that the main thing he was asked about was Mosley: ‘how is it conceivable that 

you are allowing this kind of thing to happen in your own country?’. He 

demanded a ban on fascism so that Britain no longer be seen as ‘the saviours 

of reaction in Europe’.103 

The NCCL did focus on the Holocaust and British fascist antisemitism, in a 

pamphlet intended for distribution to trades councils, co-operatives, labour 

movement bodies and other antifascist committees.104 The NCCL accused 

Mosley of copying Hitler’s racial attitudes, which ended not just in the deaths of 

‘12,000,000 Jews’ but in ‘torture, imprisonment and slavery for countless 

democrats of all parties and none - trade unionists, co-operators, members of 

religious committees.’105 This NCCL leaflet made ‘the extermination of the Jews 

and Slavs’ central to its message. It focused primarily on potential Jewish 

victims of British fascism who would be denied all civil liberties because of their 

‘blood’. Here, the NCCL linked British fascism to the Nazis with reference to the 

Holocaust: 

 Praise for the Nazis, condemnation of the late war (‘a Jews’ war’) and an attack upon 

 the Nuremberg Trials, in which the first World Court meted out just punishment to the 

 arch-prophets and executants of the fascist ‘philosophy’ of mass murder, are perhaps, 

 logical conclusions for Hitler’s defenders to reach. ‘By their friends ye shall know 

 them’.
106

 

However, the Holocaust served here as a warning of, ‘the ultimate aim of 

fascism – the complete destruction of every form of free speech and civil liberty’ 
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and the threat to ‘democrats of all parties’.107 This leitmotif of antisemitism as 

precursor for a wider attack on civil liberties, democracy and the labour 

movement is perhaps what most united the NCCL with the left-wing 

organisations dealt with here. It was quite natural for the NCCL to campaign on 

the basis of fascism’s potential for causing future harm to British civil liberties 

rather than purely on its alleged links to the Holocaust as a historical, European 

event. This meant, however, that the NCCL cast its eyes forward to a vision of 

fascist dystopia in Britain rather the presenting the Holocaust as the already 

realised ne plus ultra of fascist extremism. 

The next section looks at the wider labour movement which the NCCL appealed 

to and sought co-operation with. It argues that trade unions and councils 

typically expressed patriotic forms of antifascism, alongside a sense of their 

own movements as the typical victims of fascism, rather than making references 

to the Holocaust. 

Trade unions and labour movement organisations 

Between 1945 and 1951, trade unions and other workers’ organisations exerted 

pressure on Attlee’s administration to ban fascism. Their approaches to the 

government reflected the fact that these were the views of a number of 

organisations which were not necessarily co-ordinating strategy or agreeing on 

rhetoric with one another. When D.H Snell of the Amalgamated Society of 

Woodworkers wrote to Chuter Ede demanding a ban, he invoked gas chambers 

alongside the legacy of the Second World War and fascism’s threat to the 

labour movement: 

 Freedom for these thugs means the gas chambers and concentration camps, also the 

 destruction of trade unions and working class organisations. In order that we might 

 grasp the fruits of victory, Mosley and his gang must be outlawed.
108

 

Here, it should be noted that Snell’s reference to the gas chambers was not 

clarified by a focus on the victims of these murderous devices and so cannot be 

said to have signalled ‘Holocaust consciousnesses’, especially in the light of 
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Noack’s observation that Nazi use of gas chambers was first mentioned in the 

United States press in connection to the regime’s ‘euthanasia’ programme.109 

Although it did not refer to the Holocaust, the brutality of British fascist 

antisemitism was enough for Barry and District Trades Council to demand a 

ban. It wrote to the Trades Union Congress (TUC) on the matter following the 

extremely violent attack on the Jewish boys Keen and Freedman by a fascist 

gang in Dalston in May 1949.110 Barry and District Trades Council did not link 

fascist antisemitism to protecting the trade unions, and so did not demonstrate 

the same self-interest evident in Snell’s appeal. 

On the other hand, some workers’ organisations viewed fascism largely as a 

potential enemy of the labour movement. This could lead organisations to 

concentrate on the period of Nazi and Fascist Italian suppression of trade 

unions before 1939, to the exclusion of subsequent events. Middlesbrough 

Trades and Labour Council, for example, wanted steps to be taken against 

fascism, ‘before it reaches such proportions as it did in the years immediately 

preceding the ’39 to ’45 war’.111 The Second World War itself, without mention 

of the Holocaust, was also a consistent theme in labour movement appeals to 

the government. Shepherd’s Bush Studios Joint Works Committee wanted 

fascism to be proscribed; otherwise, ‘the issue for which millions fought and 

died...will have been in vain’.112 Rugby and District Trades Council similarly 

appealed to the memory of, ‘those who sacrificed their all in a war to stamp out 

this evil for all times.’113  

Trade unions and the wider labour movement took part in antifascist activities, 

alongside individual supporters from the mainstream political parties, 

communists and Jewish antifascists. In turn, the trade unions were the focus of 

antifascist appeals, including by the CPGB and NCCL. These appeals reminded 
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trade unions of the particular dangers fascism posed to their existence and the 

rights of working-class people. In this dynamic relationship, the existential threat 

to unions was a dominant motif. And, as with the other Left antifascist 

organisations, trade unions identified political capital in a narrative of the 

Second World War that emphasised Britain’s sacrifice rather than the 

Holocaust.  

Conclusion 

Movements to the left of Labour demonstrated active forms of antifascism which 

the Attlee government of 1945-51 did not develop. Although the CPGB and 

RCP had differing attitudes towards militancy, antifascism was equally important 

to both parties. Both produced dedicated antifascist literature and consistent 

policies on banning fascism (despite the RCP’s repeated insistence on the 

limitations of such a ban). The Left antifascists and the NCCL were making 

multiple appeals during this period: to their own supporters, to potential recruits 

and to Attlee’s government. This meant that Marxist ideology, in the case of the 

‘Stalinist’ and ‘Trotskyist’ parties, and liberalism and socialism, in the case of the 

NCCL, were insufficient as bases for active appeals. These antifascist bodies 

also had to speak to postwar realities and the wider national discourse following 

the end of the Second World War. The CPGB and NCCL were particularly 

influenced by the type of patriotic appeal that drew on wartime sacrifice and that 

sometimes excluded the racial aspects of Nazi rule. The RCP, as the most 

radical of the groups analysed here, was freer of this influence. It was thus able 

to weaponise the Holocaust against the Western Allies and the USSR, equating 

their postwar policies to the Nazi genocide, but in a way that minimised focus on 

the Nazis’ racial victims. The RCP did not replace unifying ideas of the Second 

World War with the Holocaust as a new rallying point for antifascism. The 

Trotskyist party was more concerned with the Holocaust as a means of striking 

at the establishment than as an issue to galvanise its rank and file members.  

At least until Soviet suppression of Holocaust memorialisation, the CPGB came 

closest among the Left antifascists to mobilising Jewish support around the 

genocide. The party’s 1945 campaign in Jewish areas such as London’s East 

End represented an extension of the communists’ 1930s’ identification with 
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issues that concerned local Jews; this can be read as an attempt to reinforce 

the East End as a ‘little Moscow’. Notably, however, the CPGB also identified 

the Holocaust in its national campaign strategies as the most persuasive reason 

for proscribing fascism. Neither the RCP nor NCCL sought to gain support 

based on the Holocaust in the same way, although neither were silent about it 

either. The Holocaust for both these organisations functioned as a wider, more 

generalised device, wielded against xenophobia for example, or as a warning of 

fascism’s ultimate focus on destroying democracy and universal civil liberties. 

Left-wing antifascists retained their pre-1939 ideological definitions of fascism 

and antisemitism. These long-adhered-to explanations sometimes prevented 

the Left from grasping the enormity of the Nazi’s extermination policies and 

incorporating the Holocaust into its analysis. Nevertheless, the general focus of 

the Left was progressive and forward-looking, and its antifascists were eager to 

engage with and shape the postwar world. Labour victory in 1945 infused the 

Left with optimism but the Second World War cast its shadow too. The situation 

was as precarious as it was hopeful. The NCCL, for example, evoked the 

Holocaust in the spirit of the ‘terrible danger’ still facing the British people. It did 

not historicise the Nazi genocide but gave it a very immediate, pressing 

dimension, connected to postwar antisemitism and racism: 

Unless anti-Semitism, the ‘colour-bar’ and racial prejudice are fought and counteracted 

NOW...there is a terrible danger that we may yet be drafted along the path taken by the 

German people.
114

 

 

The next chapter considers how antifascist groups in the 1950s related to the 

Holocaust. It continues this chapter’s analysis of left-wing groups but examines 

how the Left’s approaches to the genocide were inflected by increasing 

emphasis on anti-racism and anti-colonialism, just as the fascists themselves 

conflated their cause with immigration, race relations and loyalty to empire. The 

chapter considers the relevance of the Holocaust to black people facing fascist 

aggression, as well as returning to the focus on Jewish antifascists, whom in 

this decade again experienced tensions between ethnic particularism and the 

need to fight a wider anti-racist battle. 
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Chapter 3: The Holocaust, antifascism, race and 
immigration, 1951-1960 

This chapter explores the relationship between the Holocaust and British 

antifascism in the 1950s. This decade has been treated historiographically as a 

time of fascist retreat in Britain that was punctuated only by brief, ultimately 

failed attempts to exploit anti-immigrant hostility – most infamously in the 

aftermath of the Notting Hill ‘riots’ of 1958.1 According to Copsey, ‘for the most 

part, the 1950s were quiescent years for both fascists and anti-fascists’.2 Dave 

Hann noted that Mosley’s Union Movement (UM), ‘slipped beneath the radar for 

most of the 1950s’, attracting little attention from antifascists or the media.3 

Actually, as this chapter will demonstrate, the decade constituted an important 

transitional period in which the battleground between fascists and antifascists 

expanded around the issues of imperialism and Commonwealth immigration. 

The far-right stressed its loyalty to Britain’s declining empire and conflated 

immigration with race relations – as did the mainstream political parties.4 

Meanwhile, some anti-racists, such as in the CPGB, increasingly connected 

their demand for urgent decolonisation to concerns with the prejudice faced by 

newly-arrived black people. 

Several important far-right figures of the 1960s and 1970s – Colin Jordan, John 

Tyndall, Martin Webster and John Bean – were members of A.K Chesterton’s 

League of Empire Loyalists (LEL). Established in 1954, the LEL was devoted to 

preserving the British Empire but also engaged in virulent anti-communism and, 
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increasingly, Chesterton’s antisemitic conspiracy theories.5 In this sense, the 

1950s have a better claim to be understood as an antechamber for later forms 

of fascism than the period 1945-51. The Mosleyite branch of British fascism, 

which had already peaked by 1949, suffered electoral humiliation in the 1959 

General Election when the UM failed to capitalise on the racist aftermath of the 

Notting Hill riots. While the LEL proved too moderate for these soon-to-be 

prominent far-right figures (Jordan left in 1957 after his call to ban Jews and 

non-whites from the organisation was refused), Chesterton’s organisation 

afforded them important experience. The 1950s incubated the naked Nazism 

expounded by Jordan throughout the 1960s, firstly through the National 

Socialist Movement (NSM) and then the British Movement (BM). The decade 

also cultivated the racial populism that was transmitted to the National Front 

(NF), created when the LEL merged with Bean’s British National Party (BNP) in 

1967. 

This chapter uses a range of sources to analyse the responses of left-wing, 

black and Jewish organisations to fascism in the 1950s. These include the 

archives of the Board of Deputies’ Jewish Defence Committee (JDC), CPGB 

pamphlets, The Newsletter of the Trotskyist Socialist Labour League (SLL) and 

newspapers of the black community such as The Defender and Claudia Jones’ 

West Indian Gazette and Afro-Caribbean News (WIG). It also interrogates oral 

history sources to explore how individual antifascist veterans remember their 

activism during the decade. 

It will be argued that the shifting foci of this far from quiet decade increasingly 

militated against antifascist use of the Holocaust. Above all, the Holocaust had 

not yet become the supreme metonym for racist violence. It is striking that in 

this decade of increasing racism, as well as continuing antisemitism, the 

Holocaust was not central to British antifascist memory culture.  

However, the Holocaust was not absent from 1950s’ antifascism either. Fringe 

political groups and organs, especially the SLL and Claudia Jones’ WIG, 
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grappled with the implications of the genocide for the fight against racism and 

fascism in the aftermath of the Notting Hill riots. In this way, the period can be 

understood as one in which the application of the Holocaust to anti-racist 

discourse was being worked out by disparate forces which hoped to influence 

the mainstream. The chapter adds to a number of studies that have 

reconsidered Holocaust remembrance in the 1950s, usually as part of an 

analysis of the broader period from 1945 to the Eichmann trial of 1961-62. 

These works have challenged what Cesarani, Sundquist and Hasia Diner 

termed the ‘myth of silence’ about the genocide in this early postwar period.6 

While the Holocaust was not expressed in the mainstream of antifascism, where 

it did appear, it was conveyed with many components of the narrative that rose 

to prominence from the late 1960s. In this way, the 1950s appears as an 

antechamber not just for fascism but also for Holocaust remembrance, 

constituting a time when antifascism, anti-racism and the genocide were not yet 

inextricably linked but when the main elements of the modern telling of the 

Holocaust story had crystallised within certain fringe groups. 

Levy and Sznaider argued that the Holocaust surfaced in American political 

discourse in the 1960s and 1970s not because of its meaning for Jews but 

because of its relevance to racism as the central trauma of American history, a 

meaning that answered the questions, 

  ‘why should we care?’ and ‘why should we remember?’ That was the answer that 

 resonated with racism.
7
  

British antifascists, grappling with comparatively recent shifts in focus on race 

and immigration, generally had not yet made this linkage. Robert Miles and 

Annie Phizacklea have traced the development in Britain in the postwar period 

of the conflation of immigration with race relations, and the construction of this 

notion as a ‘problem requiring political attention.’8 Immigration as a result of 

labour shortage was not ‘new or special’ post-1945, according to the authors. 

What had changed, and which made the question of race emerge in Britain at 

this relatively later stage in comparison with the USA, was the beginning of 
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party political debate on immigrants’ desirability in relation to their being of 

‘good stock’ and their potential to ‘merge’ with the ‘host population’ – factors 

which concerned a Royal Commission report in 1949.9 The 1958 riots in 

Nottingham and Notting Hill proved decisive in thrusting the question of race 

relations and immigration into political debate, with particular focus on the pre-

eminence of the ‘race/immigration definition of a problem’.10  

The Board of Deputies carefully noted when fascist organisations targeted black 

people and no longer openly espoused antisemitism; its members argued 

internally about the extent to which it should develop a generalised anti-racist 

strategy in response - but it did not identify the Holocaust as relevant to black 

people’s defence against fascist aggression. Individual Jewish antifascists, in 

oral history interviews, do remember that the Holocaust prompted their desire to 

help black people mobilise against fascism.    

Cold War realities also shaped antifascist approaches to the Holocaust. Both 

the Board of Deputies and the CPGB linked the remilitarisation and incomplete 

denazification of the Federal Republic of Germany to resurgent fascism in 

Britain. However, the Board also had to adapt to a new situation in which West 

Germany was now one of Britain’s military partners. While the evidence shows 

that the Board was internally very much in anguish about this new reality, it was 

reluctant to articulate this externally. It feared that any special pleading on the 

Holocaust might give an impression of Jews as out of step with Britain’s new 

role within Cold War dynamics and a people set apart from the wider British 

population who were proving themselves capable of forgiving erstwhile foes. 

The chapter reveals the tensions between left-wing concerns for antifascist 

unity and a growing sense of black ethnic particularism after the Notting Hill 

riots. Several black organisations developed which shared the Left’s 

universalism and ideological interpretations of fascism’s intimate relationship 

with capitalism. There was also a growing focus on black people’s independent 
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agency and self-defence. It will be argued that both this developing sense of 

black resistance to fascism and the Left’s generalised anti-racism tended to 

displace the still recent Jewish trauma in antifascist discourse. 

The following section analyses how Anglo-Jewish antifascists interpreted the 

fascist turn towards racism against black and Asian people and away from 

explicit forms of antisemitism. It concentrates on the Board of Deputies as the 

most active Jewish antifascist organisation during the period after the militant 43 

Group had disbanded (1950) and before the formation of the 62 Group (1962). 

The dissolution of the 43 Group reflected a wider turn away from militant 

antifascism into the 1950s. The CPGB continued along the trajectory described 

in Chapter 2. Indeed, the party rejected revolution and the dictatorship of the 

proletariat in The British Road to Socialism (1951), which insisted that socialism 

could be achieved instead through the utilisation of parliament and broad Left 

alliances.11  

The 1950s lacked anything like the large-scale disturbances between fascists, 

antifascists and the police that had marked both the 1930s and the period of 

fascist revival immediately after the Second World War. Responses to fascism 

throughout most of the decade more often took the form of intelligence work, 

monitoring and rhetorical interventions, with the exception of the Trotskyist SLL 

with its call for workers’ defence squads against fascism, and some of the black 

organisations which demanded self-defence measures at the time of the Notting 

Hill riots. The following section reveals how the Board of Deputies reflected on 

an uncertain, changing situation, which elicited examination of the relevance of 

the Jewish tragedy for a now widening struggle against fascism. 

‘Unfortunate heckling by a Jew’: the fascist focus shifts away from 

antisemitism 

By 1949, the UM, formed just the year before, was already in serious decline. In 

the London municipal elections held on 12 May 1949, the UM fielded 15 

candidates who polled less than 2000 votes between them.12 Stephen Dorril 
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calculated that there were no more than 2,000 UM members by October 1949.13 

With increasing desperation, Mosley formed a Special Propaganda Section, 

consisting of 18 militant fascists tasked with committing provocative acts to 

raise the movement’s public profile. For example, they attacked a communist 

march through Dalston during the 1951 General Election campaign. 

Nevertheless, the UM continued to flounder: in the 1952 London by-elections, 

three candidates, again led by Burgess, managed an average of just 470 

votes.14  

In June 1948, Empire Windrush arrived at Tilbury docks in Essex, bringing 

among its passengers 492 black people from the West Indies to a new life in 

Britain. From autumn 1948 at least, UM speakers were verbally attacking black 

immigrants, although their main focus remained the Jews.15 Verbal and physical 

attacks on Jews had intensified in the summer of 1948 as the UM sought to 

exploit popular antisemitism around the Lynskey Tribunal, which investigated 

British government corruption.16 In the longer term though, fascist antisemitism 

was losing traction after May 1948, when the creation of Israel removed Jewish 

attacks on British soldiers in Mandate Palestine as a source of fascist support. 

This is not proof of the decline of popular antisemitism but only that a pillar of 

fascist antisemitism had abruptly crumbled. Indeed, in his 1954 study of 

antisemitism in London’s Bethnal Green, James Robb noted the divorce 

between fascism and antisemitism so that few antisemites expressed support 

for fascism and others repudiated it emphatically; the author attributed this to 

the strong public disfavour in which fascism was then held.17  

Robb did not get at the reasons for this disfavour (the Second World War, the 

Holocaust – or both), and it is therefore not possible to establish the extent to 

which his subjects’ antisemitism was in spite of any acknowledgement of the 

Holocaust, along the lines that ‘Hitler went too far but...’ Robb’s study revealed 
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high levels of antisemitism in Bethnal Green: from a random study of 103 adult 

males, he identified 26 per cent as ‘extreme anti-Semites’, finding only 18 per 

cent to be ‘tolerant’ of Jews. Although 56 per cent of the sample did not exhibit 

‘the grosser accusations’ common among the most prejudiced group, the 

respondents in this category still harboured stereotypical attitudes towards 

Jews.18 Clive Field argued that negative attitudes towards Jews were still very 

present in the early 1950s in the aftermath of the experience of Mandate 

Palestine and the violence between British and Jewish forces that took place 

before the establishment of Israel in 1948. Drawing on Gallup and Research 

Services data, Field argued that public attitudes to the new Jewish state were 

ambivalent until the Suez Crisis of 1956, in which Israel, Britain and France 

were allied against Nasser’s Egypt, with British public support for Israel trebling 

in Gallup polls between December 1955 and May 1957. Despite this, antisemitic 

sentiment was still strong as late as August 1959, when 34 per cent of 

respondents in a Gallup poll judged Jews to hold too much power.19 Field’s 

analysis of Mass Observation reports shows that anti-Jewish feeling lessened 

after 1948: even so, he described how a 1950 report on Liverpool revealed that 

12 per cent of respondents expressed stereotypical views about Jews, and 

particularly negative perceptions of Jews’ business methods.20 From this 

evidence, it would seem that public expressions of support for fascist 

antisemitism might have decreased while non-fascist antisemitism had lessened 

in intensity but certainly not gone away.  

Also, against Robb’s analysis, Macklin suggested that antisemitism remained 

an important component of UM support in the 1950s, even if Mosley avoided 

publicly reciprocating anti-Jewish statements made by grassroots supporters.21 

In their study of the 1959 General Election, in which Mosley contested 

Kensington North, Butler and Rose described UM supporters’ frustration with 

the movement’s emphasis on immigration and race relations in the aftermath of 

the Notting Hill riots, and their yearning for a return to outspoken antisemitism: 
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 The claque [which surrounded Mosley] frequently seemed bored at the concentration on 

 West Indians and disappointed at the absence of full-blooded anti-Semitism. When Sir 

 Oswald made an incidental reference to the Jasper case, there were eager shouts of ‘At 

 last we’ve got the Yids on the run!’
22

 

Butler and Rose recounted examples of overt antisemitism during the 1959 

campaign. Michael Hydleman, the Liberal candidate and son of former JDC 

chairman Louis Hydleman, was abused in street-corner exchanges: ‘How can 

you stand up here and say you are an Englishman, when your name is 

Hydleman?’23 During the 1950s, individual members continued to explain UM 

strategy and world events in openly antisemitic terms. Trevor Grundy, a UM 

youth leader at the time, remembered a fellow member telling him that, ‘at the 

start of 1956...Mosley was going to make his big comeback because the Jews 

were trying to overthrow Nasser in Egypt’.24 For the most part, however, 

codified forms of antisemitism replaced more direct verbal attacks, as Richard 

Thurlow noted: ‘Whereas previously he [Mosley] had attacked international 

Jewish bankers, his followers knew exactly whom he was talking about when he 

now criticised American capitalists’. The UM toned down its antisemitism as a 

means of achieving what Thurlow called ‘a front of respectability’.25 Fascist 

attacks on American capitalism within a British nationalist context were not 

something that the Left could easily counter – not a time when the CPGB was 

accusing, ‘the leaders of the Tory, Liberal and Labour Parties and their 

spokesmen in the press and on the BBC of betraying the interests of Britain to 

dollar imperialism’.26 The nationalism and patriotism inherent in this communist 

pronouncement restricted the CPGB’s ability to attack the UM on the grounds of 

fascist ultra-nationalism.27  

At the same time, individual UM members found it impossible to reconcile the 

movement’s anti-Americanism and anti-communism. Grundy remembers the 

ideological contortions: ‘He [Bob] explained that the Soviet Union was the 

headquarters of the anti-Zionist movement and Mosley’s Britain would prefer to 
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side with the Russians than the Americans because there were more Jews in 

New York than in the whole of Israel.’28  

The UM reduced, but did not eliminate, its antisemitism in the 1950s. As late as 

1961, Colin Cross observed that there was, ‘a great deal of latent anti-Semitism 

in Union Movement but it is never expressed publicly’.29 UM advice to its 

speakers explicitly prohibited mention of Jews as a means of preventing the 

debate shifting away from the movement’s emphasis on economic crisis and the 

culpability of the ‘old parties’. Antisemitism began to assume an esoteric quality 

for the UM. Grundy remembers Mosley telling him it was good that young UM 

speakers had not mentioned Jews from the platform - but then, ‘Did he wink at 

me? Perhaps something had got into his right eye.’30   

Just at the UM was deteriorating, its members in Brixton were galvanised by 

anti-black racism. Brixton, a part of the London Borough of Lambeth, had 

become home to a community of 1,347 black Commonwealth immigrants in the 

years following the arrival of Empire Windrush - the black community was far 

smaller in number than the UM claimed.31 While its Union newspaper was 

attacking ‘the coloured invasion’ from 1951, the Brixton UM branch hoped to 

exploit local resentment against the black community.32 Under branch leader 

Michael Ryan, the fascists campaigned with the slogan ‘Keep Brixton White’. 

Anti-black racism gave the UM renewed motivation, although the results of this 

new focus were mixed. While the UM had performed poorly at the 1952 LCC 

elections, its racist campaign revived its fortunes to an extent: in the 1955 local 

council elections in Shoreditch’s Moorfields ward, the UM candidate won 48 per 

cent of the vote after campaigning against ‘the Negro invasion’. The UM’s new 

strategy served to attract recruits, which in turn markedly improved its financial 

situation.33 In the mid-1950s however, the question of race in general discourse 

was almost non-existent. During a period of low unemployment (one per cent in 

1955), there was little sense of economic competition between the white labour 

force and Commonwealth immigrants. Even in Brixton, where the UM claimed 
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black people were simultaneously ‘work shy’ and undercutting white workers’ 

wages, as well as living off dope-peddling and prostitution, the fascist campaign 

was sporadic and had dried up by 1956.34 It is not clear from this evidence that 

the lived experience of the white population was out of sync with fascist claims; 

lack of support for the fascists might also have been the product of their 

continuing disfavour. Nevertheless, the UM had both discovered a source of 

new support and arrived at an issue it felt it could address directly and with 

rigour.  

Resistance to decolonisation was another galvanising factor for the far-right. 

Chesterton’s LEL attracted a mixture of Tories, pre-war fascists and young far-

right activists. Roger Eatwell has described the movement as, ‘Colonel Blimpish 

rather than fascist’.35 The LEL engaged in publicity stunts such as disrupting 

Conservative Party meetings and conferences, booing Sir Anthony Eden when 

he shook hands with Khrushchev at Victoria station in 1956, and throwing a bag 

of sheep guts at Jomo Kenyatta, later to be prime minister and then president of 

Kenya, in 1961. It attacked meetings of the Movement for Colonial Freedom 

(MCF) but also those of the Anti-Slavery Society and Campaign for Nuclear 

Disarmament (CND) rallies, and thus conflated loyalty to the British Empire with 

racism, the Cold War and a wider set of anti-liberal causes.  

By the early 1950s, Jewish antifascism seemed triumphant as Mosley’s UM 

diminished. The Association of Jewish Ex-Servicemen and Women (AJEX) 

wound up its open-air platform campaign, as Henry Morris, an AJEX veteran, 

remembered: ‘It was 1952, the economic situation in the country had begun to 

improve, we were slowly recovering from the war, and his [Mosley’s] policies 

were of less and less interest to the general public’.36 Harry Kaufman 

remembered that many 43 Group members were now, ‘trying to bring up a 

family, trying to build up a business, and there was no more open air meetings 

like at Ridley Road’.37 In this period, Jewish antifascist organisations appeared 

to have completed their mission, even if AJEX attributed Mosley’s defeat to a 

wider set of circumstances beyond its own campaign against fascism. With the 
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43 Group disbanding in 1950 and AJEX returning to its concentration on 

Second World War veterans’ issues such as welfare, housing and employment, 

it was left to the Board of Deputies to monitor for signs of fascist revival. 

The Board was concerned that particularism, driven by the Holocaust and 

Zionism, was detaching Jews from antifascism in the 1950s. Paradoxically, the 

Board also acted to limit its antifascist remit to Jewish defence at a time when 

wider racism was strengthening. On the one hand, the Board thought that the 

Holocaust and Israel’s growing military strength during the decade, especially 

after the Second Arab-Israeli War in 1956 (known in Britain as ‘the Suez Crisis’) 

had intensified reflections on Jewish identity in the community: 

The annihilation of the European communities as well as the establishment of the State of 

Israel has made for a psychological re-assessment of the chances of survival by Jewries 

outside Israel. This has largely manifested itself, as far as Britain is concerned, in a more 

positive approach to the issue of Education, and wherever possible Jewish day-schools are 

set up.
38

 

While the Board thought this development ‘admirable for the continuity of 

Judaism’, it declared that this new sense of Jewishness was making Jewish 

youth uninterested in defence work against fascism and antisemitism. Young 

Jews, the Board thought, were increasingly inward-looking and ‘self-

segregated’. This self-removal was not to be confused with antisemitism: 

resulting prejudice was the, ‘penalty which every minority must be ready to bear 

if it chooses to separate itself as a minority’.39 As this section will demonstrate, 

the Board’s approach was inconsistent. In many cases, it was only too happy 

when Jews did not confront the fascists, especially when fascist rhetoric did not 

include overt antisemitism.  

Indeed, the 1950s were a perplexing time for the Board, as it deliberated on the 

relevance of Jewish experience to the latest manifestations of fascism and the 

experiences of other communities. In the early 1950s, the UM still resembled a 

revisionist form of interwar fascism. In February 1952, for example, the Board 

reported that Mosley, in a Union newspaper article, had claimed that Hitler was 
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not a dictator but a popular figure whose ideas had inspired millions.40 However, 

the Board was also recording the Mosleyites’ insistence on the ‘democratic right 

to the establishment of a white Britain’ and the activities of the ‘Keep Brixton 

White’ campaign. This was a transitional period both for fascists and 

antifascists. The Board noted when antisemitism was absent from UM 

meetings, such as at Electric Avenue in Brixton: ‘the subjects dealt with are the 

LCC elections and Union Movement policy. Jews are rarely mentioned’.41 These 

rare mentions, as with the codified attacks on ‘American capitalists’, served as a 

nod to the core of UM supporters who still wanted the ‘Yids on the run’.  

From the Board, however, there was reproach for Jewish antifascists whose 

interventions were held to have thrown the spotlight back on antisemitism, such 

as the, ‘unfortunate heckling by a Jew at the Lewisham Youth Association 

meeting at Rushey Green, Catford [which] raised the audience to 80 

and...caused the sponsors to change the topic from European Socialism to anti-

Semitism’.42 Fascist speakers had, the Board said, been ‘soft-peddling’ the 

Jewish issue in favour of anti-communism, but Jewish hecklers caused the 

speakers to return to ‘the Jewish issue’.43  

Anti-communism presented Mosley with a particular dilemma. His international 

contacts insisted that he avoid overt antisemitism, and attacks on Winston 

Churchill, as a means of building a respectable anti-communist position with a 

pan-European appeal. This was the message Mosley gave to supporters at a 

closed meeting in October 1948. At the same time, Mosley knew that without 

virulent antisemitism the UM lacked a truly galvanising issue.44 The resistance 

that Mosley encountered from grassroots activists on this matter is revealed by 

the fact that UM speakers were still equating Judaism with Bolshevism in 1950, 

following the outbreak of the Korean War.45  

The Board emphasised that Jewish interventions and the consequent refocus 

on antisemitism raised audience numbers; it clearly felt that antisemitism 
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remained central to any popular appeal the fascists had – there was an 

antisemitic core the UM could rely on. The Board’s faith in this interactionist 

interpretation of fascist antisemitism ultimately led it to attribute the UM’s 

demise largely to Jews keeping away from fascist meetings or refraining from 

heckling.46 Essentially, Jews needed to avoid causing trouble. Heckling –and, 

with this, the potential to invoke the Holocaust as a means of denigrating 

Mosley – was discouraged. 

The Board’s observers at fascist meetings did not locate fascist avoidance of 

antisemitism in public disfavour after the Holocaust. Instead, the Board’s 

intelligence noted UM speakers signalling that their ‘quarrel’ with Jews had 

been resolved by the creation of Israel. This was an event which some UM 

speakers seemed to think had ultimately solved the ‘problem’ presented by 

British Jewry, even if there were no calls for Jewish repatriation, as one UM 

member was recorded to have said: ‘We are no longer interested in Jews now 

they have [a] national home...in fact, I am a Zionist but I do not object to British 

Jews living in Britain’.47 Fascist speaker Oliver Grose declared that he was, ‘in 

agreement with Zionism, provided the Jews did not place their loyalty to Israel 

before this country’.48 The Board lamented Jewish antifascists’ interventions 

and reported uncritically on the fascists’ seeming turn away from antisemitism, 

including these reported pro-Zionist statements.  

However, the Board did signal endorsement for intervention in situations where 

the antifascists were not identified as Jewish, the fascists’ behaviour evoked the 

Nazis and the central issue was the limits of free speech. Here, the linkage was 

between British fascists and the Second World War, including war crimes but 

without explicit reference to Jewish victims. The Board reported that in 

September 1952 in Salisbury, the presence of fascists had provoked an 

antifascist counter meeting addressed by, 

 Mr Elwyn Jones, M.P who had been a member of the British War Crimes Executive at 

 the Nuremberg Trials... he said that freedom of speech was one thing, but provocative 
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 action by the fascists with their slogans, insignia, S.S Badges, was not tolerable. He 

 said, “What did we fight five years for, if it was not to fight this evil thing?’
49

 

The Board itself did not develop a single approach to the question of freedom of 

speech. In the period of 1945-51, it had generally resisted the idea of a 

legislative ban on fascist movements because this would have offended against 

‘British tradition’. Sidney Salomon, the JDC press officer, had warned that a ban 

on fascist organisations was incompatible with Britain’s liberal attitudes to 

freedom of speech and that action ‘against a particular party...would be only the 

beginning of further restrictions’.50 However, the Board had gone on to ask the 

government to tighten laws to protect the Jewish community, and members of 

the Board had given evidence to the Porter Commission (1948), which 

considered amending the law so that whole groups of people could bring libel 

actions (‘group defamation’). Had this been implemented, it would have brought 

a measure of protection against incitement to race hatred in general, not just to 

antisemitism.51 As Chapter 4 will show, however, far-right provocations around 

the Holocaust would come to represent a ‘red line’ for the Board, triggering 

demands for prosecutions. 

In contrast to its concerns in the early 1950s with antisemitism as intrinsic to 

fascist support, by the middle and later years of the decade the Board had 

accepted that anti-Jewish prejudice did not resonate much with public feeling. In 

particular, the JDC identified the positive effect that Israel’s military strength 

seemed to have on public perceptions of Jews after the Suez Crisis in 1956 

(Israel was allied to Britain and France during the conflict - although at the time, 

the powers strenuously denied collusion and kept their agreement at Sèvres 

secret): ‘the action of Israel in Suez and the extraordinary powers of its armies 

in the field has in this country had a most favourable reaction towards Jewry.’ It 

was Jewish strength, and not its recent victimhood, which seemed to be 

reducing antisemitism and so creating a situation where the defence workers 

‘tend to relax’, although the Board insisted in an internal document on 
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remembering the lessons of the past and the consequent need for constant 

vigilance of fascist activities.52 

The Board noted that both the UM’s Action and the LEL’s Candour newspapers 

were antisemitic but that the policy of both organisations was to avoid attacking 

Jews in public.53 Candour, ‘carries all the old clichés that the world from Wall 

Street to the Kremlin is still controlled by international - by which it means - 

Jewish finance.’54 The Board’s reluctance to confront fascists despite continuing 

antisemitism in this period did not just connect to its interactionist interpretation 

of fascist antisemitism. John Dight, Chairman of the Board’s JDC, argued 

against exaggerating Mosley’s influence (‘do not let us build up Mosley’) but 

also insisted against linking British fascists to the Nazis lest this create 

unnecessary alarm in the Jewish community: ‘above all do not let us make the 

mistake of teaching our children and youth that the mantle of Hitler has fallen 

upon Mosley.’55 This is the closest evidence we have that the JDC deliberately 

repudiated linking British fascism to Nazism, and implicitly the Holocaust, at this 

time. This stance was perhaps ironic, given that it was taken at precisely the 

time when the Board felt that fascist antisemitism was most in disgrace because 

of the Second World War and Nazi conduct. On the other hand, Dight’s 

concerns for the rawness of feelings in the Jewish community so soon after the 

Holocaust, and the question of developing a Jewish youth identity that would 

not be crushed by post-Holocaust anxieties, represent an important 

counterpoint to historiographical assumptions about a postwar antifascist 

consensus built on the Nazi genocide. Dight did not view linking British fascists 

to Hitler as a neat rhetorical flourish but as something disproportionate and 

potentially damaging to the Jewish psyche.       

Increasingly, the Board demonstrated awareness that antisemitism and anti-

immigrant prejudice were far from mutually exclusive, and indeed that a new 

antisemitic trope attributed the presence of black immigrants to Jewish 

machinations against the ‘white race’. In 1957, Colin Jordan and John Bean left 

                                                            
52 BDDC, Metropolitan Area Committee, review and changes in defence situation (12 November 

1957), WL 1658/3/1c/16/26. 
53

 BDDC, Mr R Leiberman, Conference of Metropolitan Defence Workers (12 November 1957), 
WL 1658/3/1c/16/23. 
54

 BDDC, ‘List of Anti-Semitic and Fascist Organisations’ (undated), WL 1658/10/37/2/16, p.2. 
55

 BDDC, Conference of Metropolitan Defence Workers (10 April 1956), WL 1658/3/1c/15/11. 



140 
 

the LEL. The following year, Jordan formed the White Defence League (WDL); 

Bean created the National Labour Party (NLP). Both, the Board noted, asserted 

that housing shortages and unemployment resulted from, ‘the Jews who are 

bringing the negroes into this country’.56 Antisemitism and racism against black 

and Asian people were co-present in fascist actions, such as when fascists 

defaced the wall of an East London synagogue in 1952 and in nearby graffiti 

scrawled ‘East London for the Whites’.57  

The Board continued to express a generalised anti-racism. Internal documents 

identified the racist attitudes inherent in anti-immigrant sentiment and in the 

LEL’s rhetoric: 

 ‘Candour’ is upset at the increasing influx of coloured people into Britain from the 

 Colonies and the Dominions. These coloured people are as much British subjects as 

 the members of the League, and if we welcome refugees from other countries why 

 should we object to...fellow citizens merely because of the colour of their skin.
58

 

In the mid-late 1940s and early 1950s, the Board had located its antifascism 

within a broad anti-racist appeal on behalf of all ‘minorities, races and creeds.’59 

Its overall approach to ending race hatred had been inconsistent. As the 1950s 

developed, the Board did not apply recent Jewish experience to a renewed 

campaign against race hatred. Indeed, the Board seemed at times to take a 

disinterested position on the question of non-Jewish antifascism. It monitored 

non-Jewish heckling, but described it in a detached, observational style, without 

a deeper analysis of non-Jews’ motivations or an expressed desire to connect 

to potential allies in other ethnic communities:   

 Heckling by non-Jews, African and Indian students, together with hostile remarks from 

 the audience greeted Oliver Grose, when he spoke to an audience of 50 at Earls Court 
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 on 16.7.52. The audience reached 150 at one time when continuous non-Jewish 

 heckling took place on 17.7.52 at Chelsea Manor Street.
60

  

Unsurprisingly, the Board did not invoke the Holocaust in defence of 

Commonwealth immigrants at a time when the genocide played little overt part 

in its own defence of the Jewish community. Moreover, while the Board rejected 

racial discrimination in general, it only identified fascist aggression against other 

races as relevant to its work when prejudice against black and Asian people 

was seen as the harbinger of renewed antisemitism. Some of the Board’s 

explanations for racism distributed a portion of the blame to the immigrants’ own 

behaviours: ‘Under the existing law, Jamaicans, etc, need no permit to enter 

Britain. Their arrival in such large numbers in the larger cities is causing 

resentment, because they occupy much needed house-room, and their way of 

life is different’. This demonstrated some lack of commitment to an unqualified 

fight against racism. The Board felt that the organisation’s remit should not be 

expanded to involve a general defence of Commonwealth immigrants. Any 

discrimination was ‘wrong’ but, ‘one should not expect...that the Jewish Defence 

Committee...should widen its activities to include the ‘colour question’. In this 

sense, the ‘othering’ of ’coloured’ immigrants also acted to ‘include’ members of 

the Jewish population in the establishment in ways that were not previously 

possible. Nevertheless, the situation called for, ‘a very close watch’ because 

any popular issue that made the Mosleyites stronger might ultimately mean 

problems for Jews.61 Implicit in the Board’s analysis of the ‘problem’ of coloured 

immigration in crowded cities was the organisation’s sense that Anglo-Jewry 

was a part of the established British population and a community that did not 

create the same types of resentment.  

The rearmament of the Federal Republic of Germany represented a further 

issue that militated against expressions of recent Jewish experience in the 

Board’s rhetoric. After the outbreak of the Korean War in 1950, American fears 

of communist expansion in Europe prompted consideration of a number of 

strategies to address the need for West German rearmament. Negotiations 
                                                            
60

 BDDC, Chairman’s statement, Metropolitan Area Committee and Provincial Liaison 
Committee (July 1952), WL 1658/1/3/3/23. 
61

 BDDC, Conference of Metropolitan Defence Workers, Mr R Lieberman (12 November 1952), 
WL 1658/3/1c/16/21. 
 



142 
 

between Western allies on the creation of a ‘European Army’, an idea set out in 

the Pleven Plan of October 1950, had begun in February 1951. Although a 

resulting European Defence Community was ratified in 1952, the opposition of 

France saw the project fail and instead, West Germany joined NATO in 1955.62 

The Board watched these developments with anxiety, and particularly 

Chancellor Adenauer’s legislation to end denazification in West Germany in 

1951. The Board declared that ‘antisemitism knows no frontiers’: events in West 

Germany were bound to impact on Britain. While, for the moment, British 

fascists were in retreat, the international situation meant a ‘reorientation even 

toward erstwhile Nazis’, many of whom were unrepentant and willing to work 

with counterparts in other countries.63 The Board noted ‘growing acceptance in 

this country of Germans as equals, irrespective of their former or present fascist 

allegiance’.64 Moreover, the Mosleyites were attempting to draw a type of 

retrospective succour from changed relations with Germany; Burgess was 

noted as saying that he was proud to have been an 18B detainee, with the 

implication that England’s decision to wage war against Germany had at last 

been proven wrong.65 By 1956, in the light of British political attitudes towards 

West Germany, there was a feeling that antifascist consensus was diminishing 

as ‘the sharp edges of the dislike of fascists have become hazy’ and the 

newspapers had begun to treat the UM ‘as merely another political group’.66 

The context of the Cold War was making anti-German attitudes harder to 

sustain in relation to anti-Soviet ones. Mosley exploited the new European 

status quo by stressing his movement’s adherence to anti-communist norms 

and repudiating suggestions of extremism, claiming that he had never been 

antisemitic.67  

Nevertheless, the Board’s main concern was not that any changed public 

attitude to Germany and the Germans was creating new adherents to British 
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fascism.68 German remilitarisation confronted the Board with the problem of 

how to reconcile the Holocaust to Cold War realities and to the mood of the 

British nation at large. The Board accepted that individual Jews might shortly be 

faced with the problem of working alongside ‘German fascists’ in civil defence or 

even a Cold War ‘hot’ conflict. However, Jewish opposition to such a situation 

would, the Board suggested, make Jews appear unforgiving, narrowly sectarian 

and even unpatriotic. This was the Holocaust rendered as ‘bygones’: after all, it 

was not just British Jews who had been killed by Germans in the Second World 

War: 

 While it is natural for us to feel strongly about it, it is equally as natural for our non-

 Jewish fellow-citizens to ask if non-Jews who have lost their dearest at the hands of the 

 Germans are now prepared to accept Germans in the armies of the Defence, they might 

 rightly ask us Jews to forget bygones... as the country is in danger.
69

 

There was fragmentation around this issue. Individual Board members sitting on 

the Metropolitan Area Committee felt that German rearmament was of direct 

concern to British Jews and urged their district defence committee to take a 

leading part in galvanising public protests. Other members warned against 

Jewish special pleading: ‘Mr. Super felt that we should not forget that we were 

also British citizens. Action by local Committees such as that suggested might 

give our enemies the opportunity of saying that we were putting ourselves as 

Jews first.’70 There were concerns not to appear unpatriotic, alongside a nod to 

the myth of Jewish communism: it was noted that protests were only concerned 

with West Germany and that any Jewish involvement should, for balance, resist 

the Soviet rearming of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) as well.71  

The Board of Deputies reflected on the relationship between the Holocaust and 

the changing domestic and geopolitical situation of the early 1950s. However, it 

avoided conflating British fascists with the perpetrators of the Holocaust partly 

for fear of alarming the Jewish community. In general, the Board’s disapproval 

of Jewish antifascists’ interventions was rooted in its interactionist analysis, 
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which held Jews themselves responsible for fascists’ return to antisemitic 

themes. Because it reflected negatively on specifically ‘Jewish’ interventions, 

the Board was predisposed against linking the Holocaust to the wider anti-racist 

struggle which developed during the decade. 

The following section analyses the extent to which the Holocaust informed the 

antifascist reaction to the Notting Hill riots of 1958. The riots marked in violent 

fashion the emergence of the politics of race into national discourse. Notting 

Hill, and the continuing racism in 1959 that witnessed the murder of Kelso 

Cochrane, a young black man, made the affected areas of London a focus of 

the CPGB, Trotskyists, Jewish antifascists and a number of black organisations. 

The events marked a testing ground for differing analyses of fascism, racism, 

black identity and the relevance of the Holocaust to a new group of victims of 

fascism.  

The Notting Hill riots and the murder of Kelso Cochrane  

Racially-motivated attacks on black people in London, including by white 

working-class ‘Teddy Boys’, increased over the summer of 1958. Mosley’s UM 

and Jordan’s WDL were active in Notting Hill and nearby North Kensington, 

which in the late 1950s were areas of social deprivation, slum dwellings and a 

transient population.72 Both fascist groups campaigned to ‘Keep Britain White’, 

a slogan that frequently appeared as graffiti in the area. The Notting Hill riots 

began on 29 August 1958. Their origin has been attributed to an incident 

outside Latimer Road tube station when an argument between a white woman 

and her black husband attracted a racist crowd.73 In the ensuing two weeks of 

violence, 108 people were arrested.74 Just before these events, on 23 August, 

two weeks of violence between white and black people began in Nottingham; 

again, this has been attributed in origin to racist hostility to mixed 

relationships.75 Racist agitation and violence continued into 1959, most 

infamously when Kelso Cochrane, a 32-year-old black man, was set upon by a 
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group of white people as he walked home in West London on the evening of 17 

May: he was fatally stabbed. Hoping to capitalise on the racist aftermath of 

Notting Hill, Mosley stood for election to Kensington North in the General 

Election of October 1959. He was humiliated, having achieved only 2,621 votes 

and lost his deposit.76 

The following section analyses the reactions of the Left, black organisations and 

the Board of Deputies in turn. ‘Left-wing’ and ‘black’ are by no means mutually 

exclusive terms here. Indeed, it will be demonstrated that many of the 

organisations campaigning for black people in the aftermath of Notting Hill 

adopted left-wing analyses and terms of discourse. The structural distinction 

below is between the existing or ‘traditional’ organisations on the Left, some of 

which had black sections such as the CPGB’s West Indian Committee, and 

those organisations that were controlled by black people and dedicated to the 

needs of the black communities in areas affected by fascist and racist 

agitation.77  

‘Fifteen years after the horrors of Belsen’: left-wing responses to Notting Hill 

Hann argued that antifascists were caught ‘flat footed’ by the events in Notting 

Hill.78 The area had no significant tradition of radical politics, and its transient 

population, moving between its slum dwellings or sometimes out of the area, 

militated against the cementing of strong political ties.79 Notting Hill had nothing 

like the radical tradition of London’s East End, with its deep relationship 

between the Jewish community and communism, although this was waning in 

the postwar years.80 In 1956, the West London Anti-Fascist Youth Committee 

was formed to combat fascist and racist propaganda in the area. According to 

Copsey, the Committee had left-wing origins, despite the area’s lack of radical 

political tradition.81 However, the organisation appears to have been a small-

scale one and there is neither the archival evidence nor historiographical 

material to assess its impact. According to Hann, even the riots and the fascist 
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presence failed to spark a major antifascist intervention.82 Members of the 

CPGB managed to get some vulnerable black people out of the worst trouble 

spots during the violence.83 Stuart Hall claimed that the London New Left Club 

was ‘deeply involved’ with the race riots, helping to establish tenants’ 

associations in Notting Hill, protecting harassed black people at the height of 

the troubles and picketing far-right meetings.84 The Trotskyist SLL wanted to 

help locals create ‘workers’ defence squads’ on the ground.   

For the most part, however, the Left’s response was theoretical and expressed 

in pamphlets, newsletters and trade union correspondence to local newspapers. 

The CPGB’s response to Notting Hill and the murder of Kelso Cochrane was 

informed by its traditional analysis of fascism through the prism of anti-

capitalism. This ensured that it concentrated on racism as a function of 

capitalism: in this analysis, anti-black racism and antisemitism related to each 

other as evidence of the workings of a divisive capitalist tactic. The CPGB did 

not place a particular emphasis on racism as a social problem in its own right, 

and consequently did not invoke the Holocaust as a means of linking Jewish 

and black victimhood or warning of the dire consequences of racism drawn from 

knowledge of Nazi violence. 

Alongside its anti-capitalist analysis, the CPGB continued to link day-to-day 

racial discrimination in Britain to colonial liberation struggles, as it had done 

since the late 1940s. The CPGB perceived racism against black and Asian 

people as an expedient device that was exploited by capitalists, through their 

fascist agents, to divide the working-classes. As such, the target could easily 

revert to Jews if a changed situation made this seem more profitable. The effect 

of this, however, was to simultaneously deny both racism and antisemitism 

substance in British society as distinct phenomena. The CPGB pamphlet No 

Colour Bar for Britain, published in 1955 - just ten years after the war and the 

camp liberations - dealt with British fascists’ racism but neither antisemitism nor 

the Holocaust. The pamphlet insisted that racism was, ‘a conscious part of the 
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policy of the most reactionary sections of British capitalism’.85 Although the 

CPGB recognised antisemitism as being never far from the surface of fascist 

propaganda, its mechanistic analysis effectively replaced the Jews with 

‘coloured people’ as the new, principal victims of capitalist tactics. Racism was 

to be defeated through proscribing discrimination, opposing immigration 

controls, integrating black people into trade unions, and building an alliance 

between the working people of the colonial countries and Britain.86 The 

solutions lay in anti-imperialism and the building of British socialism. Focus on 

the victims of racial hatred and the connection between contemporaneous 

racism and the Holocaust were much less prominent because these issues 

were secondary to the party’s prevailing discourse on capitalism, racism and 

colonial liberation. 

After the Second World War, the CPGB identified the struggle for colonial 

liberation as proof that the world capitalist system was weakening. It believed 

too that the liberation of colonial peoples would connect directly to the advance 

of the labour movement, democracy and socialism in Britain, since capitalism, 

imperialism and the exploitation of the British working class were inextricably 

linked.87 Communists saw racial discrimination in Britain as a manifestation of 

the colonial ‘colour bar’ now being imported into Britain. Although the anti-

colonial emphasis did not wane until the early 1960s when the British 

decolonisation process accelerated, the CPGB increasingly came to recognise 

the day-to-day discrimination faced by black immigrants in Britain as a problem 

in its own right. However, it maintained that, ‘British public opinion is firmly 

against a colour bar, as anyone who reads the newspapers will see’. Instead, 

the racists were a ‘vicious minority’ and, ‘only the fascists, with their “Keep 

Britain White” slogan, are unashamed’. According to the CPGB, the fascists’ 

leadership of the colour-bar campaign alone should have been enough to 

prevent any member of the working class from supporting it. The most important 

component of the racist minority was made up of Tories and employers – ‘the 

backers of fascism in all its forms’ – some of whom were eager to exploit 
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workers as cheap labour, while others, more presciently, recognised the 

dangers that an alliance between white and ‘coloured workers’ posed for the 

future of capitalism.88 

The CPGB was one of the few organisations that openly welcomed 

Commonwealth immigration in the late 1940s and 1950s. In turn, alongside the 

Labour Party and the MCF, it was one of the few political groups that black 

people joined in significant numbers.89 Peter Fryer, then writing for the Daily 

Worker, celebrated the arrival of the Empire Windrush in 1948 for its carrying of, 

‘five hundred pairs of willing hands...every one of them willing to work’.90 

Communist analysis of the new immigration connected strongly to its anti-

colonial policies. The CPGB sought to remind the British public of the urgent 

reasons why the immigrants had left their homes, and to reproach imperialism:  

 Because life has become impossible for them in their own country – after 300 years of 

 British rule. They do not emigrate from their sunny and beautiful islands for fun; they go 

 to escape semi-starvation.
91

 

More substantively, the CPGB argued that the ultimate solution to racism in 

Britain was to end imperialism and build up the economies of the former 

colonies.92 Those immigrants already in Britain were described as ‘colonial 

people’ entering into ‘a new partnership with the British working class’, rather 

than as British in their own right.93 Still, as the anti-colonial struggle became 

less immediate, the CPGB increasingly focused on racial discrimination in 

Britain and its resistance to a ‘colour bar’. By 1955, in No Colour Bar, the party 

had set out an anti-racist policy designed to address the situation in Britain 

itself.94 No Colour Bar represented a serious attempt to tackle domestic racism, 

although its emphasis on the perpetrators of race hated – Tories, employers 

and fascists – and its insistence that racial attitudes little permeated ‘public 
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opinion’, limited the extent to which the publication was concerned with racist 

attitudes among the population at large.95  

There were a small number of local Young Communist League (YCL) street 

meetings in the aftermath of the Notting Hill riots.96 The CPGB responded to the 

riots and their aftermath with Kay Beauchamp’s Fascism - and How to Defeat It 

(1959), a pamphlet published after Kelso Cochrane’s murder. Its concentration 

on fascism rather than racism per se attests to the enduring legacy of 

communist antifascism but also points to its identification of racist sentiment 

with the minority of fascists, Tories and employers rather than with racism as a 

general social issue. According to Beauchamp, fascism was, ‘the last resort of 

the monopoly capitalists when they can no longer hold back the struggle of the 

workers within the framework of capitalist society’.97 Acknowledging that 

antisemitism could again become a big feature for the fascists whenever it 

suited them, Beauchamp argued that the fascists, ‘use the coloured people as 

scapegoat just as Hitler used the Jewish people’.98 Apart from calling for 

working class unity, the pamphlet did identify the need to defeat ideas of racial 

superiority, connected to imperialism, and so showed a concern for racism itself 

beyond its function as a means of capitalist control.  

The extent to which CPGB antifascism had shifted away from concerns with 

antisemitism was revealed by Beauchamp’s concluding advice that the fight 

against fascism should be conducted in alliance with African and West Indian 

organisations dedicated to opposing discrimination; no mention was made of 

Jewish defence organisations.99 The Holocaust was present in this pamphlet, 

but in a section on German rearmament and again in the context of capitalist 

tactics against the workers. According to Beauchamp, Hitler had exploited the 

German people’s grievances against the Jews as a means of deflecting 

animosity towards the capitalist class; the suffering of the Jews was a harbinger 
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for fascism’s bringing of, ‘defeat, humiliation and disaster to the German people 

themselves’.100 

Despite the setting out of an anti-discrimination policy in No Colour Bar, the 

communist reaction to the events of 1958 and 1959 was still couched in terms 

of antifascism rather than generalised anti-racism. Focus on the Holocaust, 

which was present in the CPGB’s materials between 1945 and 1948, barely 

existed in its literature by the end of the 1950s. Nor was there any significant 

invocation of the communist tradition of antifascism in defence of London’s 

Jewish community. Racism against black and Asian people predominately 

signalled a new chapter in capitalism’s decisive tactics, although, as such, the 

prejudice was largely insubstantial and could be smoothly replaced by 

antisemitism as the need arose. The Daily Worker quoted J.G Ellis, the 

Secretary of the Paddington branch of the Union of Post Office Workers, whom 

found it, ‘disgusting to allow Mosley, who was a friend of Hitler, to stand in a 

working-class area and work up hoodlums against coloured people.’101 The 

paper did not expand on this British fascist link to the Nazis or make a firmer 

connection between racism and the prior antisemitism, except to frame it in the 

context of fascism’s divisive impact on working class dynamics. A passing 

reference such as this by Ellis does, however, suggest that the author thought 

such a linkage ‘common knowledge’, indicating something of the opprobrium in 

which Mosley was held by the public. 

In comparison, the reaction of the SLL was marked by more reference to Nazi 

concentration camps, although these invocations varied in terms of their 

proximity to a modern paradigm of the Holocaust that emphasises Jewish 

victimhood and gas chambers. These references took place within the SLL’s 

wider analysis of racism as capitalism’s challenge to the labour movement. 

However, the Trotskyists’ reaction to Notting Hill was more urgent, direct and 

aggressive than that of the CPGB; the SLL used the Holocaust as a means of 

demanding militant action against the fascists. In other respects, the SLL was 

beginning to transcend antifascism in favour of anti-racist activism. In turn, this 
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connected to a much wider analysis of ‘the social system’, which began to 

replace references to domestic fascism with those to the bomb, colonial 

liberation and global workers’ resistance. 

The RCP split in 1947. It had failed to expand beyond its ‘vanguard’ of a few 

hundred militants and was further weakened by fragmentation over the question 

of entryism into the Labour Party. A minority group, led by Gerry Healy, 

supported entryism and became known as ‘the Club’; the old RCP majority 

came to embrace the tactic but had to acquiesce to Healy’s leadership on the 

basis that his faction had been proven right. Entryism served to dilute the Club’s 

militancy as it had to make a general appeal to Labour members and 

supporters; Healy even began to consider the achievement of socialism through 

utilising parliament. He put his faith in the ‘Bevanite’ or ‘Old Left’ faction on 

Labour’s left wing but rather overestimated the section’s organisational strength, 

ideological coherence and relative level of radicalism.102  

Opposition to the Soviet intervention in Hungary in 1956, and the crisis this 

sparked for CPGB membership, galvanised Healy’s Trotskyists. The Club’s 

membership in 1956 before the Hungarian Revolution was very small – only 

about 40 people according to John Callaghan – so the defection of 200 ex-

CPGB members to the Healy group was numerically significant. It was also 

important in terms of the influx of skilled, high-profile recruits such as Brian 

Behan (formerly the CPGB’s industrial organiser) and the journalist Peter Fryer, 

taking with him The Newsletter which he had founded after leaving the 

CPGB.103 The Club retained its entryism but this was now more radical as it 

hoped to capitalise on Behan’s influence in industry, leading to the Trotskyist 

group’s prominent role in the Shell-Mex strike of 1957. In February 1959, the 

Club changed its name to the Socialist Labour League; its confidence, 

undisguised Trotskyism and pronouncements on the imminent crisis of 

capitalism no doubt contributed to Labour officially proscribing the SLL just one 

month later, in March 1959, so that anyone associated with it could not join the 

Labour Party.104 By that time, the SLL had become increasingly certain that a 
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crisis of unemployment would very soon transform it into a mass revolutionary 

movement. 

The SLL was able to use its energy and sense of momentum to campaign 

vigorously against racial discrimination. In May 1959 and the days following 

Kelso Cochrane’s murder, it organised street meetings and paper sales in 

Notting Hill Gate.105 The SLL gave more stentorian voice to its demand for 

workers’ defence squads in the area. According to Bob Pennington in that 

month’s The Newsletter, ‘militant socialist policies...alone can defeat fascist-

inspired race violence’.106 Healy, writing in the same edition, evoked the Nazi 

concentration camps in his identification of fascist revival and the urgency of a 

determined response: 

 Fifteen years after the horrors of Belsen, Buchenwald and the other fascist 

 concentration camps, the menace of fascism is once again raising its head in western 

 Europe.
107

 

Healy did not expand on the nature of the concentration camps or their victims. 

In fact, his piece achieved a more complete subordination of race to class than 

anything present in CPGB literature. He went on to argue that, ‘in reality the 

fascists care nothing about colour...For the fascists the colour bar is the same 

sort of pretext that anti-Semitism was in East London’. Fascist racism was 

simply a means of dividing the working class and preventing common action 

against Notting Hill’s racketeer landlords and exploitative employers, so that 

scapegoating ‘the man with a different coloured skin’ was ‘exactly Hitler’s 

propaganda method’.’108 Ultimately, the fascists’ main target was not black 

people at all but organised labour. Read retrospectively in the light of his 

article’s later political emphasis, it is far from clear that Healy was recalling the 

Nazis’ racial extermination when he wrote of the camps. 

While the RCP had evoked the Nazi camps as a means of criticising the British 

political establishment, the SLL repudiated what it saw as the incorrect analysis 

of linkage between recent events and the Holocaust. In June 1959, The 
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Newsletter responded to a recent piece in the New Statesman that compared 

the responsibility of British people for the Hola massacre (of Kenyan Mau Mau 

detainees by British colonial forces) to that of the German people for Belsen. 

According to The Newsletter, Hola, like Notting Hill, was not a matter for 

collective guilt but ‘a challenge thrown down by the capitalist class’ to the labour 

movement. The concept of national guilt disguised - deliberately in the 

Trotskyist view - the ultimate responsibility of the capitalist-imperialist system 

both for colonial oppression and domestic racism. The Newsletter 

simultaneously repudiated both German collective guilt for Belsen and the 

British people’s responsibility for Kelso Cochrane. It was a matter instead for the 

labour movement to, ‘say to the imperialists and fascists: we shall permit no 

more crimes like the Hola massacre and the murder in Notting Hill’.109 The 

SLL’s invocations of Belsen, rather than the extermination camps of eastern 

Europe, provide further evidence of the centrality of this particular camp to 

Holocaust memory in the 1950s and beyond. 

Peter Fryer interpreted events in Notting Hill with a firm focus on fascism and, in 

so doing, made the SLL’s most direct references to the Holocaust. Fryer 

proclaimed that the fascists were behind the race riots and that, ‘all the bestial 

emotions that German, American and South African fascism cashed in on are 

abroad and in Britain today’.110 Fryer urged black and white workers to unite in 

sweeping the fascists and race rioters off the streets, and also, in a neat 

conflation of antifascism and anti-racism, to outlaw the colour bar. He attempted 

to spark labour movement resistance to fascism through an appeal that directly 

evoked Jewish experience in the Holocaust in terms of ghettoes and gas 

chambers but – strikingly – rendered this as presage to a wider fascist attack on 

labour: 

 the Labour movement must understand that the evil passions that have been aroused 

 in Nottingham and Notting Hill lead, not merely [my emphasis] to the ghetto, the 

 concentration camp and the gas chamber, but also to attacks on trades unions and 

 socialists and on their organisations.
111
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The fascist solution to the problems of Notting Hill could lead only to Nazi 

crimes: ‘They can provide neither jobs nor homes. All they bring are Belsen 

camps, mass murder and mass misery.’ Fryer was always careful in this piece 

not to privilege either Jewish or Black ethnic particularism. Indeed, he warned 

that, ‘black nationalism is no answer to white chauvinism’. Defending Notting 

Hill’s black community meant insistence on a united working-class resistance to 

the employers’ offensives on jobs, wages and conditions; highlighting the 

appalling conditions which caused ‘West Indians’ to come to Britain; and 

explaining that, ‘the coloured population here is less than one-half of one 

percent of the total population’.112 Fryer used the Holocaust as a terrible 

warning of fascism’s implications for a divided working class and not as means 

of stimulating a concept of racial defence in a separable black identity.  

Fryer’s piece, written within a month of the riots, was largely an expression of 

antifascism, with its firm insistence on fascist guilt and references to Nazi 

conduct in the war. Already though, the SLL was moving towards a more 

general anti-racist focus. The expression of this was Newsletter pieces which 

dealt with racism but no longer fascism directly, with a consequent loss of 

emphasis on the fascist past and Belsen. Fryer had called to sweep ‘the 

racialists off the streets’; in 1959, The Newsletter was referring to the ‘racialist’ 

rather than ‘fascist’ presence in North Kensington.113 From the middle of 1959, 

the SLL increasingly presented racism as an integral part of the world capitalist 

system, locating the prejudice in a much wider Cold War analysis. The SLL set 

out its analysis of anti-racism and anti-colonialism as inextricably linked to the 

fight against nuclear weapons. There was mutual linkage: anyone fighting 

against the social system that produced the bomb was fighting against the 

bomb, and conversely, the campaign for disarmament was a fight against those 

same social conditions: 

 The Shell-Mex strike is a blow against the bomb. The printing strike is a blow against 

 the bomb. The struggle of the African peoples for freedom is a blow against the bomb. 

 The fight against racialism is a blow against the bomb.
114
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The SLL’s September manifesto for the 1959 General Election pledged to fight 

for the end of the hydrogen bomb, nationalism, oppression in the colonies and 

‘racialism in Britain’.115 In this global analysis, a juxtaposed focus on British 

fascism in Notting Hill would have seemed contrastingly parochial. There was 

an international capitalist-industrial nexus to take on, and not just Mosley in 

North Kensington. The Holocaust did not yet signify the ne plus ultra of racial 

violence and neither was it linked in SLL rhetoric to nuclear Armageddon, so 

that the Nazi genocide did not resonate with the Trotskyists’ interpretation of the 

world’s future as the 1950s drew to a close. Hann noted that antifascism was no 

longer a central plank of Left activism by 1958, during a period when 

decolonisation and other international causes dominated.116 It was certainly not 

that antifascism had disappeared from the SLL’s literature, as its attention to 

Mosley and Notting Hill demonstrated, but in its widest ideological and 

international analysis, fascism and the Nazi past were becoming peripheral. 

‘Memories are short’: black antifascism in the aftermath of Notting Hill 

The riots and Cochrane’s murder sparked a reaction in the black community, 

both among existing organisations and a number of new groups such as the 

Coloured People’s Progressive Association (CPPA); the United Africa-Asia 

League, which conducted an open-air platform campaign in the area; and the 

Association for the Advancement of Coloured People (AACP), led by Amy 

Garvey, widow of Marcus Garvey.117 These organisations developed anti-racist 

and anti-colonial platforms, and many were influenced by left-wing analyses of 

the links between capitalism, racism and fascism. Some were resistant to 

Trotskyist calls for black people to mobilise in workers’ defence squads because 

they saw that this would place Notting Hill under a ‘permanent state of siege’ 

and would not address the particular socio-economic needs of black people in 

deprived parts of London.118 Between classic left-wing antifascism and a 

nascent sense of black identity, there was little political space to bring in the 

Jewish experience of fascism or to build links with Jewish antifascists. 
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Claudia Jones’ WIG was unusual among black literature of the period for its 

linking of anti-black racism and antisemitic experience. As a child, Jones had 

emigrated from Trinidad to the USA with her family. She joined the YCL in 1936, 

at the age of 21, largely because of the involvement of communists in the 

defence of the Scottsboro ‘boys’ - nine black teenagers accused of raping two 

white girls aboard a freight train in 1931.119 After the Second World War, Jones 

became Secretary for the Women’s Commission of the Communist Party of the 

USA (CPUSA). Postwar anticommunism and McCarthyism saw her arrested a 

number of times and ultimately convicted of being an ‘alien’ who had joined the 

communist party. She was subsequently found guilty of ‘un-American activities’ 

and finally deported in 1955. Jones was eventually offered residency in Britain 

on humanitarian grounds.  

Soon after arrival, Jones made contact with the CPGB. She also went on to 

work with the AACP and CPPA, campaigning with these organisations against 

the colour bar in housing and employment, and racist immigration controls. In 

response to the racism, Jones organised a celebration of black culture at St 

Pancras Town Hall in 1959 and so played a major part in what was to become 

the Notting Hill Carnival. In April 1958, before the riots, Jones set up WIG as the 

country’s first major commercial black newspaper.120 Her editorial direction 

demonstrated an insistence on the reality of racial prejudice, sometimes as 

distinct from class analysis, and an invocation of Jewish experience that pointed 

to her involvement in American anti-racist politics. Claudia Jones came to 

Britain with a wide range of experience gained through her American 

communist activism. Her decision to conduct so much of her activism through 

specifically black organisations has been attributed, paradoxically then, to her 

perception of the CPGB’s weakness on the question of race in Britain and the 

party’s lack of presence in black areas.121  

Jones’ newspaper emphasised anti-black racism as something distinct from 

wider capitalist dynamics and exploitation of immigrant labour: ‘We are often 

                                                            
119

 Donald Hinds, ‘Claudia Jones and the black press in Britain’, Race and Class, 50, no.1 
(2008), pp.88-97 (p.89). 
120

 Hinds, ‘Claudia Jones’, p.90. 
121

 Rick Blackman, Forty Miles of Bad Road: the Stars Campaign for Interracial Friendship and 
the 1958 Notting Hill Riots (London: Redwords, 2017), pp.61-2. 



157 
 

told that it is not a question of colour prejudice but essentially of self protection, 

jobs, etc. The case of Hungarian refugees who were refused jobs in the mines 

is then quoted.’ Clearly not viewing this treatment of Hungarian refugees from 

the 1956 revolution by Welsh miners as racist in itself, WIG went on to list 

numerous incidents of racial discrimination against black people around the 

country as proof that colour was the fundamental distinction when it came to 

discrimination in employment.122  

Despite this unequivocal appeal to its readers on the basis of black identity, 

WIG retained the Left’s wider analysis of racism and antisemitism, along with 

anti-Irish and other prejudices, as ‘the same scapegoat tactic’: ultimately, a 

threat to democracy as a whole rather than any one ethnic group. When the 

newspaper’s offices were threatened by an unnamed neo-Nazi group, WIG 

responded by linking racism, antisemitism and the Holocaust in defence of 

British democracy. Jones attributed renewed antisemitism to the rearming of 

West Germany, and suggested that the revival of the prejudice had temporarily 

eclipsed anti-black racism: ‘Yesterday it was “Coloured People Get Out” today it 

is “Jews Get Out”’.123 African, West-Indian and Asian people in British had a 

stake in resisting racism, whatever form it took, as part of a defence not just of 

their own communities but of British society. Here, the Holocaust, alongside the 

Second World War, performed as ultimate warning:  

 If the British people allow them [the ‘Nazis’] to get away with it the sacrifices and 

 suffering of millions of Jews and non-Jews alike and the boasts of democracy will 

 become a hollow mockery.
124

 

In June 1960, Sammy Davis Jnr., who was performing in England, announced 

to the British press his engagement to the white Swedish actress May Britt. The 

next day, British fascists picketed the theatre he was performing at, shouting 

racist abuse such as ‘go home nigger’. WIG responded by reminding its readers 

of fascism’s links to the ‘millions of Jews who were tortured and murdered in 

Germany and the rest of Europe’, as well as Fascist Italian atrocities in 

Abyssinia in the 1935-36 war, and the struggle for colonial liberation: ‘the 
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tragedy is...that memories are short...If this were not so the Mosley mob would 

not dare crawl out from under their stones!’.125 The piece concluded with an 

appeal to black people to see antisemitism as a threat to their community and, 

vice versa, for ‘Jewish friends’ to see the relevance of anti-black racism both to 

their situation and wider society. 

The West Indian Gazette evoked the Holocaust for its significance to black 

identity, as well as in the wider defence of democracy. In this sense, the 

newspaper politicised the genocide in a manner that was absent from the 

CPGB’s separate responses to Notting Hill. The evidence suggests that Claudia 

Jones’ concentration on black activism allowed her to separate the newspaper 

from the CPGB’s narrowly anti-capitalist interpretation of fascism to some 

extent. In this independent sphere, Jones attempted to build a black antifascism 

that simultaneously recognised the social reality and primacy of race in readers’ 

everyday experiences but which also contextualised this within Left analyses 

and the enduring meaning of the Holocaust. Bill Schwarz has argued that much 

of WIG’s originality lay in its striving to connect the specific concerns of its 

readers to international experiences and themes. Schwarz identified the paper’s 

attempts to link its readers with the, ‘global world of anti-colonialism and the 

Civil Rights movement’, but the same was true for Jewish historical 

experience.126 WIG invoked Jewish history and the Holocaust as a means of 

connecting black people to a different but relevant experience. This invocation 

was meant to strengthen black identity and purpose in the face of fascist and 

racist agitation. Linking the Notting Hill riots to the Holocaust was meant to 

enable readers to develop a sense of identity that emphasised race as a 

concept, through the history of racial persecution.  

Jones’ use of the Holocaust was not replicated in the antifascist responses of 

other black organisations. Some of these adopted a left-wing analysis that 

emphasised workers’ unity and anti-colonialism but did not look back to Nazi 

crimes. Liberal black responses appealed to Britain’s ‘decency’ and its standing 

as a ‘Christian nation.’ There were also signs of nascent black identity politics, 

in which left-wing ideas were present alongside a perception that antifascist 
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unity was of less immediate relevance than solving the socio-economic 

problems of areas such as Notting Hill. 

The Afro-Asian West Indian Union responded to Cochrane’s murder with an 

appeal to communal defence - but only as a prelude to a wider alliance: ‘Until 

we prove we can get things done efficiently and quickly, we cannot expect to 

win the support and respect of other people.’ It insisted that Cochrane had been 

killed only because he was black, ‘and had to be made to pay for that’. The rest 

of its message, however, centred on antifascist unity, within a determinedly left-

wing discourse. It demanded that black people contact local trade union and 

labour movement bodies whose support should be forthcoming, ‘although they 

may need prodding’. Appealing to the labour movement would mean reminding 

white workers of capitalist behaviour in the colonies. Then, unity with white 

workers would be forged in the common struggle against racketeering 

landlords, through tenants’ associations and rent tribunals.127 More directly, the 

organisation called for fascist and ‘race mongering organisations’ to be banned 

and race discrimination proscribed. Solutions lay in militant, anti-capitalist 

actions (‘take over partially empty property; build on the bomb sites’) and also in 

colonial liberation because, ‘coloured people do not come here for 

charity...Fewer would come, however, if conditions were better in the 

colonies’.128 This response to racism looked forward to organisation and 

practical measures; it made no reference to former fascist crimes or victims. 

The Afro-Asian West Indian Union put its faith in the possibility of an inclusive 

future alliance with the British Left, rather than placing particular emphasis on 

black experience or on the fate of other minorities under fascism. 

Liberal antifascism in the black community also manifested in a forward-looking 

approach that connected to anti-colonialism as the major progressive 

movement of the day. In August 1959, Sherif Iman Sessay, the British Secretary 

of the international African-Asian Congress, demanded that Mosley – ‘the 

terrorist leader of North Kensington’ – be arrested immediately for incitement to 

racial hatred. Sessay appealed to ‘all decent British citizens’ for antifascist unity. 
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His analysis linked Cochrane’s death to the destruction of colonial properties, 

warning that the two events were leading to an international loss of belief that 

Britain’s government was based on the ‘rule of law’ and ‘the principles of 

Christianity’.129 

A third strand in black antifascism was informed by left-wing analysis but 

emphasised local people’s agency and distrusted alliances with white 

antifascists from beyond Notting Hill and North Kensington. The Defender was a 

Marxist-influenced newspaper, produced by the Defender Committee, London 

between 1959 and 1960. Although marking an important, if transitory, 

development in left-wing and black responses to racism in Britain, there is as 

yet no secondary literature devoted to analysing The Defender. The newspaper 

gave a platform to writers who had moved to Britain from Commonwealth 

countries, often covering anti-imperialism and race relations. The Defender had 

a generally pro-communist stance, rather than a purely anti-colonial one. For 

example, it denounced Nasser’s treatment of Egyptian communists, accused 

him of having bad intentions towards Iraqi communists and cited his natural 

allies as ‘the imperial bourgeoisie’.130 The Defender expressed disillusionment 

with revisionist Western communist parties, considering that truly revolutionary 

parties, ‘did not exist then [at the start of the Cold War] and for that matter do 

not exist now’.131 Nevertheless, the paper had in common with the Stalinists a 

vehement dislike of the ‘left sectarians playing socialist’ that were urging the 

creation of defence squad committees in Notting Hill - by which it meant the 

Trotskyists.  

The Defender declared itself ‘not against an apparatus of defence’ but insisted 

that this be the result of a programme dealing with the immediate problems 

faced by local people. A genuine alliance of races against fascism could only be 

achieved by addressing the common interests of people living in the area: 

inadequate housing, unemployment and lack of recreational facilities. The 

Defender expressed its dissatisfaction both with the church as the traditional 

leader of the black community and with external Left organisations. The church, 

                                                            
129

 ‘Arrest Mosley’ Call by African Asian Congress, Kensington News, 28 August 1959, CRL, 
OMD/7/1/23, OM: Publicity: distinguished opinion. 
130

 The Defender, vol 5, April 1959, p.5, MRC, MSS.1SX/1/71/1. 
131

 The Defender, vol 13, December 1959, p.9, MRC, MSS.1SX/1/71/8. 



161 
 

it claimed, offered only a ‘particular brand of hopelessness’ in that it placed 

responsibility for the murder of Cochrane on local people and a ‘lack of 

brotherhood’. Meanwhile, the Tories, Labour and the trade unions had so far 

proved themselves uninterested in solving the area’s fundamental social 

deprivation. The Defender did not look to antifascist traditions or set any store in 

established, external organisations. Instead, it was up to local people to throw 

out the fascists: ‘The soil for the fascists is in the wretched housing conditions 

and the greedy landlords. Clear them out, and the fascists will go with them.’132 

In this period, black antifascism was finding its own way, despite its broader 

location in a left-wing milieu. Several black organisations were reaching out to 

wider, radical alliances with the Left but at a time when the CPGB and SLL 

lacked presence in Notting Hill and North Kensington. A belief in anti-capitalist 

and anti-colonial solutions tended to focus black organisations on the future 

rather than on the antifascist memory culture of Cable Street, fascist 

antisemitism, communist antifascism and the Jewish experience generally. 

Dissatisfaction with external antifascists and traditional black communal 

leadership tended to mark black antifascism as a new development that little 

referenced historical experience. Claudia Jones’ WIG was, in this way, atypical 

in its linking of black and Jewish experiences of fascism, and its references to 

the Holocaust. 

Jewish antifascist responses to Notting Hill 

The Board of Deputies’ reaction to the Notting Hill riots was to express a sense 

of solidarity with black people. In its public statement of 12 September 1958, the 

Board declared that the, ‘long and bitter experience of racial and religious 

hostility suffered by Jews...is convincing proof that no minority is safe where the 

spirit of hatred prevails’. The Board expressed its support for any part of the 

community fighting against the denial of their fundamental human rights.133 

Internally, the Board recognised both that many of the arguments used against 

black people had been applied previously to Jewish migrants from Eastern 

Europe ‘and indeed against any substantial minority group’. Any success that 
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Mosley had, ‘on one plain (sic) of prejudice’ could soon be extended to renewed 

antisemitism.134 Moreover, the Board campaigned actively against fascist 

groups that targeted both black and Jewish people. It expressed relief that the 

LCC had finally refused the use of a school in Notting Hill Gate as a venue for 

the NLP, which it accused of taking part in the disturbances: the Board had 

been campaigning to deny venues to Bean’s fascist group for some time.135  

However, even as the Board was building up a picture of the riots that re-

affirmed its opposition to discrimination generally, the developments were also 

leading it to reassess the ‘general position of the Jewish community’.136 There 

was to be no general approach to black organisations in Notting Hill and North 

Kensington. The Board’s JDC did put itself at the forefront of the campaign 

against Mosley’s attempt to win Kensington North at the 1959 General Election. 

It appeared to approach not local black organisations but the major political 

parties involved in the area. The JDC produced an anti-Mosley pamphlet, 

seeking sponsorship of this from the mainstream parties’ candidates. This 

approach, including to the Liberal candidate Michael Hydleman, failed – the 

pamphlet was never published and it has not proven possible to analyse the 

nature of the appeal it might have presented. Copsey speculated that the 

candidates did not want to alienate anti-immigration voters.137 

Some oral histories of Jewish antifascists suggest that racism against ‘non-

whites’ and antisemitism have impacted, in a dynamic relationship to one 

another, on how activists remember their antifascist motivations. Jules 

Konopinski had been a 43 Group member; his antifascism was driven by his 

childhood experiences of persecution in Nazi Germany and his memories of an 

aunt and uncle who had survived Auschwitz and Belsen. He said that his 

antifascism only became truly ‘serious’ after the 43 Group had disbanded, 

driven partly by the need to involve other ethnic communities. This was the start 

of an antifascism transcending Jewish defence that saw Konopinski involved 

with other ethnic communities into the 1970s: 
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Because the right-wing were having a go at the black community, they caused the riots 

at Notting Hill Gate... and I remember before the demonstration in Southall [April 1979] 

where a schoolteacher was killed by the rioting mob, we tried very hard for a long time 

to get the Asian community to organise themselves because they were disorganised. 

Talking to them and explaining how to do it. Telling them that first of all, they’ve got to 

have a call-out system, whereby if...there was going to be a rampaging mob of National 

Front running down the street, within minutes you could bring in people, if they had a 

system where everybody had ten people, one phone call to ten ...’
138

 

Such recollections support Rothberg’s thesis of multidirectional memory; 

Holocaust consciousness was seen by individual activists as applicable to the 

urgent defence of newer immigrant groups.  

Mike Whine, in contrast, is a Jewish antifascist whose original motivations were 

not connected to the Holocaust but rather familial experience of antisemitism 

and his own formative awareness of anti-black racism. The Nazi genocide had 

no direct role: ‘Mine was not a family that suffered during the Holocaust....my 

family, unlike many Jewish families, didn’t directly suffer’.139 In the 1930s, 

Whine’s mother had been beaten up on a tram in Whitechapel by members of 

the British Union of Fascists (BUF). Her account of this disturbing event helped 

to spark in Whine a boyhood interest in Jewish history and particularly 

narratives of resistance against oppression. As Whine grew up, however, this 

particularist dimension was added to by his encounters with black people in 

Notting Hill, where his family had a business: 

I grew up with Jamaicans and people from St Kitts...so I knew them and was friendly with 

them...I’d go drinking with them when I was old enough to go to the pub...I felt some degree 

of empathy towards these guys... So this was another element in my background that fed 

my attitudes.
140

 

Whine would go on to join the militant antifascist 62 Group, formed in 1962 in 

reaction to the activities of Jordan’s NSM and the continuing presence of the 

Mosleyites. Eventually, he would become involved with the Community Security 

Trust (CST), a Jewish defence organisation. Whine sees his antifascism as ‘a 

continuum – it’s about Jewish defence’. However, his memories are also 
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infused with experience from a different community: ‘On the streets of Notting 

Hill where my uncle had a business...and all his customers were black. You 

could feel it sometimes, the tension on the streets, there would be people 

leafleting, things like that’.141 This was an antifascism that drew on Jewish 

antifascist memory culture but which was by no means dominated by the 

Holocaust, and in which wider experiences filtered through. Whine and 

Konopinski’s accounts point to an encounter between Jewish experience and 

Notting Hill, which in turn impacted on how these individuals recall their 

engagement with antifascism in the years and decades after 1958. 

Conclusion 

Chapter 2 has demonstrated that British communists’ ability to politicise the 

Holocaust effectively ended in the late 1940s, broadly in line with decisive shifts 

in Soviet attitudes to the Nazi genocide. By 1958 and Notting Hill, the CPGB’s 

reference to the Holocaust had become limited to the context of German 

rearmament. Its analysis of race and the colour bar, although recognising the 

day-to-day experience of discrimination in Britain, concentrated on black people 

in terms of their current function for capitalists. Meanwhile, less than 15 years 

after the Holocaust, the Jewish experience under the Nazis did not surface as a 

relevant point of reference in communist assessments of fascist anti-black 

racism.  

With the exception of Claudia Jones’ WIG, black responses to Notting Hill and 

the murder of Cochrane were concerned much more with anti-capitalism, anti-

colonialism and the particular socio-economic problems faced by the black 

community in distinct parts of London than with the lessons of previous 

antifascist campaigns or the Jewish experience of fascist victimisation 

generally. Likewise, Anglo-Jewish organisations, reluctant to deploy the 

Holocaust in their own communal defence, did not invoke the Nazi genocide to 

defend black people. The Holocaust appears to have lacked capital in the 

emerging politics of race.  

Despite the presence of British fascists in the run up to and aftermath of Notting 

Hill, none of the antifascist movements made linkages between Nazism, ‘Keep 
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Britain White’ and the ne plus ultra of racist violence, the extermination camps. 

The SLL and WIG were quite exceptional in stressing the fascists’ links to Nazi 

camps - although the SLL made no explicit reference to the Nazis’ racial 

annihilation programmes. The Notting Hill riots led to some diverse anti-racist 

strategies, almost all of which were forward-looking and emergent, at a time 

when an anti-racist memory culture that privileged the Holocaust did not yet 

exist. 

The 1950s, far from bringing hiatus, produced a decisive shift in the struggle 

between fascists and antifascists. In this decade, the opposing forces took up 

positions on the politics of race. Fascists identified new hope in racial populism, 

while antifascism became part of a much wider whole that took in anti-racism, 

colonial liberation, nuclear disarmament, civil rights and a range of other 

causes, connecting to the pluralism of the ‘First New Left’ born after the 

Hungarian Revolution and Suez Crisis of 1956. 

Anti-racism was nascent. It lacked an established memory culture with recourse 

to its own signs and signifiers that operated independently from left-wing 

ideologies. The Left, largely shorn of the politicised invocations of the Holocaust 

that had marked CPGB and Trotskyist approaches in the late 1940s, 

acknowledged the reality of black experience in Britain but interpreted 

discrimination via an anti-capitalist explanation reminiscent of its approaches to 

fascist antisemitism in the 1930s. Meanwhile, Jewish antifascists, resistant to 

the public articulation of ethnic particularism, had not developed a sense of the 

Holocaust as useable past for their own communal defence, much less that of 

other ethnic groups. 

There was no internal ‘silence’ on the Holocaust: the Board of Deputies 

reflected on the genocide as a distinct part of Anglo-Jewish identity and tried 

very hard to reconcile itself to Cold War realities. In public discourse, however, 

racism, antisemitism and the Holocaust were rarely connected. Moreover, 

during the 1950s, Israel’s growing military strength seemed to the Board to be 

ameliorating perceptions of British Jews by associating them with the perceived 

positive values of martial strength and physicality, while it considered that a 
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special emphasis on victimhood would have the reverse effect, recalling 

previous antisemitic tropes of the weak ‘ghetto Jew’.     

Lack of connectivity between the Jewish and black communities was a 

reciprocal fact. Black organisations looked principally to the universalised 

solutions offered by integration into the British labour movement, not the 

lessons of European Jewish experience under the Nazis. There was little sense 

of an emerging black identity politics that focused on domestic issues and the 

experience of fighting fascism in Notting Hill. There was not enough articulation 

of ethnic particularism in the 1950s, across the communities, for Jewish 

collective memory to resonate with black experience. Equally, there was not yet 

a fully-formed, generalised anti-racist culture, separable from the left-wing 

milieu, which might have sought out the Holocaust as a unifying metanarrative, 

a motif that could bind in terrifying awareness of where racist violence might 

lead.  

And yet the Holocaust did surface in 1950s’ antifascism, albeit on the fringes 

even of left-wing discourse. It was beginning to have a comparative or 

analogous function between modern race relations in Britain and Jewish 

experience under the Nazis. In Beauchamp’s CPGB pamphlet entitled Fascism 

– and How to Defeat It, Nazi treatment of the Jews was compared to the 

victimhood of ‘coloured people’ in Britain. More importantly, Nazi antisemitism 

and then anti-black racism in Britain explained a continuing, consistent set of 

capitalist processes. The presence of analogy adds here to the findings of 

Fermaglich on their corresponding existence in the USA at the end of the 1950s 

and early 1960s.142 Moreover, Claudia Jones’ analysis of the meaning of the 

Holocaust for black identity was diametrically opposed to that of writers such as 

Frantz Fanon in his insistence that the qualitative difference between 

antisemitism and racism lay exactly in a black person’s inability to disguise their 

visible ‘race’. Indeed, when Jones pointed to the ‘short’ memory of the 

Holocaust in British society, she was appealing explicitly to multidirectional 

memory as a means of mobilising black resistance. Although this chapter deals 

with an earlier period in black-Jewish relations than Cornell West explored, and 
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in Britain rather than the USA, it demonstrates that sympathetic understandings 

of the Holocaust could be seen as an essential part of black identity and 

resistance.   

In Britain, left-wing invocations of the Holocaust lacked any mainstream 

ideological ‘sanctioning’ and were made within a small number of diffuse, fringe 

organisations and organs. While these references to the Holocaust were 

infrequent and marginal, they do reveal how the Nazi genocide was beginning 

to take on a potential relevance to issues of modern life in Britain. The 

Holocaust continued to lack political capital both for the more established 

groups opposed to fascism, such as the Board of Deputies and the CPGB, and 

emerging black groups, with the exception of Jones’ newspaper. For the most 

part, the Holocaust was not perceived to bind the older and newer migration 

stories suggested by Jewish and black experiences of prejudice respectively. 

And yet lack of Holocaust rhetoric in the antifascist ‘mainstream’ did not equate 

to ‘silence’ in the 1950s. The political activism around the genocide on the 

fringes of the debate carried the potential for infusing the Holocaust into wider 

antifascism and generalised anti-racism as the 1960s unfolded.    

On Christmas Day, 1959, the ‘swastika epidemic’ began in Cologne, West 

Germany, with the daubing of the Nazi symbol on a rededicated synagogue. By 

January 1960, the daubing had spread, alongside anti-Jewish incidents such as 

death threats and arson, to 34 countries around the world, including Britain. The 

country experienced overt Nazism in the early 1960s, especially in the form of 

Colin Jordan’s NSM. As Chapter 4 will demonstrate, the far-right’s public 

embrace of Hitler’s ideology and its provocative references to the Holocaust 

triggered not just a Jewish antifascist reaction that similarly brought the Nazi 

genocide into play but a generalised antifascist and anti-racist campaign that 

sought to engender solidarity through a developing Holocaust awareness. In the 

1950s, when the obvious targets for fascism were black people and 

antisemitism was downplayed, antifascists grappled with a changed situation. 

They operated within a climate that limited recourse to particularism and cultural 

identity but that had not created a prevailing anti-racist discourse. The 1950s 

was not a quiet decade, but one in which the Holocaust was for the most part 

muted, not amplified, by the braying against the ‘coloured invasion’. 
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Chapter 4: ‘Somehow getting their own back on 
Hitler’: British antifascism and the Holocaust, 

1960-67. 

This chapter explores the extent to which the Holocaust informed British 

antifascism during the 1960s. This decade has been seen as one of increasing 

Holocaust consciousness, particularly after the Eichmann trial of 1961-2. The 

unashamed National Socialism espoused by Colin Jordan at least made the 

relationship between one strand of the far-right and Hitler’s legacy incontestable 

in the eyes of antifascists, even if it cannot be assumed from this that they 

mobilised around the Holocaust in their response.  

It will be argued that the Holocaust played an increasingly important role in 

antifascism during the 1960s, spreading beyond the margins of the discourse. 

For the first time, the significance of the Holocaust for antifascism became an 

open controversy between Jewish groups, with the Board of Deputies of British 

Jews facing accusations of an inadequate response to British Nazis in the light 

of the genocide. A prominent part in resisting Jordan was played by the Yellow 

Star Movement (YSM), which brought an evocative symbol of the Holocaust to 

national attention through its mass petition campaign. However, the chapter will 

argue that the Holocaust was still not yet central to antifascist memory culture. 

The YSM applied the yellow star to a much wider anti-racist campaign in which 

there was actually little emphasis on details of the Holocaust. Indeed, there is 

evidence that the YSM’s leadership attempted to widen the movement’s focus 

in a way that de-emphasised Jewish experiences. Another antifascist 

movement that formed in reaction to Colin Jordan was the militant, violent 62 

Group, whose security groups would only recruit Jews.1 This was mainly a 

secretive, covert organisation that rarely engaged in public discourse – a factor 

which prevented open denunciations of the links between Jordan’s ideology and 

the gas chambers, and which makes the Group’s attitudes towards the 

Holocaust more difficult to research. From 1965, however, the Searchlight 

newspaper did began to make the Holocaust central to its wider antifascist and 

anti-racist stance. This development points towards an alternative framing of the 
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Holocaust in antifascist and anti-racist activism which became more dominant in 

the 1970s and beyond. 

The chapter uses a wide range of archival sources, including those of the Board 

of Deputies’ Jewish Defence Committee (JDC), the Jewish Chronicle, the 

Association of Jewish Refugees (AJR), trade unions, the Communist Party of 

Great Britain (CPGB) and Searchlight. It has also interrogated oral history 

interviews with a number of Jewish antifascists connected to the 62 Group.  

There follows a broadly chronological assessment of British antifascism and the 

legacy of the Holocaust in the 1960s. The chapter begins by describing the 

state of the far-right at the beginning of the decade. It moves on to analyse the 

‘swastika epidemic’ of 1959-1960. This brought Nazi symbolism and antisemitic 

violence back to public attention after the preceding decade in which growing 

racism against black and Asian people had seemed to eclipse hostility to Jews. 

The chapter then assesses how the Board of Deputies responded to the 

Eichmann trial and the fascist agitation sparked by the legal proceedings in 

Jerusalem. A further section explores the rise of Jordan’s National Socialist 

Movement (NSM) and the antifascist reaction to this. Finally, the chapter looks 

at the role the Nazi genocide was afforded in the wider anti-racist activism of the 

1960s.  

Back to Nazism: the far-right and antifascism in the early 1960s 

Mosley’s Union Movement (UM) continued to decline in the 1960s. Thurlow 

described how younger far-right activists in this decade were more likely to be 

racial populists or dedicated British Nazis than followers of the old ‘Leader’. 

British Nazis went in for Hitler-worship and Nazi symbolism, but were 

characterised by Thurlow as being alike with racial populists in their mutual 

political activism, virulent antisemitism, hostility to immigration on the basis of 

racial purity, anti-communism and anti-Americanism. The largest far-right group 

of the mid-1960s was John Bean’s British National Party (BNP), although still 

with only about 1,000 members in 1967.2 The BNP had been formed in 1960 by 

the merger of Jordan’s White Defence League (WDL) and Bean’s National 
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Labour Party (NLP). The party ruptured in 1962 when Bean attacked the open 

Nazism embraced by Jordan and fellow party member John Tyndall, both of 

whom left to form the NSM.3 This, as its title starkly declared, was a British Nazi 

group. Although always a small group in terms of membership, the NSM’s 

public campaigns brought it significant publicity. The NSM also connected to a 

fanatical, violent underground movement: in 1965, activists linked to the NSM 

were responsible for a series of arson attacks on London synagogues.4 

On 1 July 1962, the NSM held a large-scale rally in Trafalgar Square. Jordan 

gave a speech in which he said that ‘Hitler was right,’ explicitly in the sense that 

Britain should have fought ‘world Jewry’ and not Germany during the Second 

World War. Hitler’s rightness, according to Jordan, was proven by direct 

comparison between Britain in 1962 and Weimar Germany: Jews controlled 

virtually all political, economic and social aspects of British life, just as they had 

in Germany until a ‘revolt’ lead by Hitler had brought salvation. Jordan urged 

‘John Bull’ to similarly rise from his slumber; he extolled the achievements of 

German National Socialism until these were stopped by a ‘Jewish War of 

Revenge’.5 Tyndall spoke too: he compared ‘the Jew’ to, ‘a poisonous maggot 

feeding on a body in an advanced state of decay’. Meanwhile, the pedestal of 

Nelson’s Column bore two NSM slogans: ‘Britain awake!’ (evoking the Nazi 

imperative ‘Deutschland Erwache’) and, on a very a large banner, ‘Free Britain 

from Jewish Control’. Antifascists stormed the NSM stage; in the aftermath, 

both the 62 Group and YSM formed to confront Jordan’s movement.  

The following section explores the swastika epidemic, which marked the first 

significant surfacing of Nazi symbolism and sentiment in British public life in the 

1960s. It questions whether the presence of what the Board called ‘the spirit of 

Nazism’ correspondingly saw the Holocaust influence antifascists’ motivations 

and rhetoric.  
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‘Never heard of Dachau or the gas chambers’: the swastika epidemic 

On Christmas Eve, 1959, two men daubed the recently rededicated synagogue 

in Cologne, West Germany with a swastika and the words ‘Juden Raus’ (‘Jews 

out’). They were arrested on Christmas Day: both were revealed as members of 

the nationalist Deutsche Reichspartei, which immediately repudiated the men’s 

actions. It should be noted that this party has subsequently been characterised 

as ‘neo-Nazi’ by Richard Cromwell and as being ’right-wing extremist’ by Cas 

Mudde.6 In the weeks following the Cologne daubing, similar incidents took 

place in 34 countries around the world. Swastika daubing affected several West 

German towns; there were incidents in the German Democratic Republic also. 

Vienna’s only synagogue and New York’s Temple Emanu-El were targeted. In 

Britain, Jewish MPs received telephoned death threats. Antisemitic leaflets were 

pasted onto the windows of Jewish shops in South Africa; ‘Viva Hitler’ graffiti 

appeared in Brazil.7 

To some extent, the Board of Deputies framed its horrified reaction to this 

‘swastika epidemic’ around the memory of the Holocaust. It wrote to the Home 

Office, urging Harold Macmillan’s Conservative Government to condemn the 

incidents, ‘bearing in mind that British Jewry includes many persons 

who...themselves or their families have faced persecution and suffering almost 

unparalleled in the world’s history.’8 The Board made an unequivocal link 

between swastika graffiti, Germany’s Nazi past and inadequate denazification in 

West Germany. It identified the roots of the epidemic in the, ‘half-hearted and 

sometimes ineffective process of de-Nazification’ and reproached the West 

German government for attributing previous desecrations of Jewish cemeteries 

in the country to youthful ‘high spirits’. For the Board, swastika graffiti was 

evidence that the spirit of Nazism had not been eradicated.9 It urged that 

German Nazis not be given the opportunity of, ‘poisoning the minds of the rising 

generation’ or of undermining the actions of the West German government to 
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strengthen the country’s democracy. The fact that so many of the perpetrators 

were young was, for the Board, evidence that the new generation of West 

Germans lacked education in ‘a democratic spirit’ – and not explicitly the 

Holocaust. The Board hoped that the solution to resurgent Nazism lay in 

educating young Germans about, ‘what Nazism has done to Germany and the 

world’.10  

The Board also displayed its traditional impulse to avoid special pleading. As in 

the past, it preferred to appeal to a wider defence of democracy, general anti-

racism and a military narrative of the Second World War which did not separate 

out the Holocaust. Here, anti-racism acted as code for antisemitism, providing a 

means of talking about anti-Jewish actions in West Germany without using the 

language of ethnic particularism. The Board was referring only obliquely to 

antisemitism when it pointed out that in February 1959 it had passed a 

resolution declaring that, ‘any legislation against racial or religious incitement 

could only be effective if speedy action were taken to remove from positions of 

influence in public life in West Germany those who had taken an active part in 

carrying out the policy of the Nazi Government.’11  

The Board was careful to avoid basing its approach to governments solely on 

the Jewish experience of Nazism. And despite its refutation of ‘high spirits’ in 

West Germany, when it came to Britain the Board shared the general sense 

that many of the perpetrators were not dedicated far-right activists but rather 

young people who knew little about Nazism or the Jews but who were attracted 

to opportunities for causing offence and vandalism. For the Board, most 

manifestations of the swastika epidemic in Britain were not inherently a question 

of fascism and antifascism. The Board sometimes emphasised British 

perpetrators’ political naiveté and ignorance of the Holocaust. In the case of two 

18-year-old swastika daubers, Barry Davies and Roy Harper, the Board noted 

uncritically the police conclusion that there was no political motive for the 

crimes: ‘Davies had never heard of Dachau or of the gas chambers, and is said 
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to have gone white when he saw the pictures in Lord Russell’s book [The 

Scourge of the Swastika]’.12  

Other Anglo-Jewish organisations similarly transcended antisemitism and the 

Holocaust in their response to the swastika epidemic. The Association of Jewish 

Ex-Servicemen and Women (AJEX) planned a silent march in London from 

Marble Arch to the Federal German Embassy, where it would hand in a letter of 

protest to the German ambassador. The basis of this campaign was the 

insistence that the problem, ‘is directed against Jews as a first step only...the 

history of the past 25 years points to this problem extending far beyond the 

small Jewish section of any community’.13 The Manchester branch of AJEX 

passed a resolution to the German embassy that condemned West Germany 

for giving government positions to perpetrators of crimes against humanity: the 

note mentioned neither Jews nor the Holocaust.14 There was dissonance 

between the internal, communal Anglo-Jewish discourse on the events and 

these official approaches to the Federal Republic. The New Liberal Jewish 

Congregation of Belsize Square, London wrote to the Board, making an emotive 

appeal for action based squarely on the Holocaust:  

 We see in these events the sad evidence of an attempt to revive the anti-Jewish actions 

 of the Nazi movement which was responsible for the tragedy in our own lives, the 

 destruction of our Jewish communities and the cruel death of millions of Jews.
15

 

Not for the first time, the Board’s approaches to political elites did not reflect the 

expressions of anguish over the Holocaust that it received from its own 

constituency. The evidence here suggests a continuation of the Board’s 

determination to engage with dominant political structures, including in other 

countries, and to frame its discourse with this audience in mind. 

Trade unions and trade councils stressed the threat to world peace and the 

need to resist militarism. They acknowledged that swastikas in 1960 conjured 

up the Holocaust and signalled a present threat to Jews. However, they 

marginalised this response against a wider opposition to Germany as a military 
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threat. The swastika epidemic primarily evoked the legacy of the Second World 

War and the impossibility of trusting Germany with weapons, rather than the 

Nazi genocide. This section of the labour movement was still very much 

oriented towards a patriotic brand of antifascism that spoke to the legacy of the 

war sometimes without reference to the Holocaust. In a letter to the Trades 

Union Congress (TUC), Dagenham Trades Council linked the outbreak to 

German remilitarisation and invoked the Second World War: ‘the memory of 

millions of lives lost...is too fresh for the people of the World to trust them with 

any war weapons, particularly nuclear weapons’.16 Manchester and Salford 

Trades Council reacted similarly, declaring itself disturbed and angry at the, 

‘return once more of the crooked cross’ in Germany and focusing its opposition 

on the question of military conflict.17 The National Union of Vehicle Builders 

expressed its deep concerns but warned mainly about the potential for armed 

conflict rather than domestic race hatred, seeing similarities between the 

swastika epidemic and, ‘the rise of fascism in the thirties which ended in world 

war’. It did urge, however, that race hatred and antisemitism in Britain be dealt 

with as strongly as possible under the law.18 The Bristol Branch of the Electrical 

Trades Union made a clear link between renewed antisemitism and military 

danger to the world: ‘such expressions of anti-Semitism are a warning...that the 

dangers of German militarism are again threatening the world of peace’.19  

The TUC itself was unusual in emphasising the Nazi genocide. It called 

attention to the statement adopted by the German Federal Parliament on 20 

January 1960 which said that, ‘the reappearance of the swastikas in Germany 

cannot but be a reminder that the Nazi regime organised the murder of millions 

of Jews’. The TUC reminded its members that German trade unionists were in 

no way minimising the significance of the antisemitic incidents in their country.20 

It noted that pamphlets were being distributed in West Germany that criticised 
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the Nazi regime for failing to gas all the Jews.21 Practically, however, the TUC 

declared itself unable to participate in joint action with the Association for Nazi 

Camp Survivors, maintaining that it was constitutionally impossible for it to 

appoint representatives to voluntary organisations. Agreeing to such joint action 

would have lent the TUC’s response an explicit focus on antisemitism and 

Jewish suffering.22 The TUC could sympathise but declared that it was 

procedurally unable to develop an active appeal around the memory of the 

genocide. 

By the mid-1950s, communist anti-racist literature had historicised Nazi 

antisemitism, presenting this as a prior means by which capitalists had sought 

to divide the workers from one another – a device which had been effectively 

replaced by hatred of black people. However, the issue of German rearmament 

provided a thread, from the CPGB pamphlet Stop Arming the Nazis! (1950) 

onwards, tying the Holocaust to CPGB anti-remilitarisation rhetoric. British 

communists saw the Holocaust as linking the racist, expansionist causes of the 

Second World War to the dangers posed by Chancellor Adenauer’s Federal 

Republic of Germany. For the CPGB, as for the TUC, the swastika epidemic 

lent the Holocaust a meaning for contemporary events that had not suggested 

itself since the party’s antifascism of the late 1940s. Produced for the CPGB, 

John Gollan’s The German Menace: a Damning Exposure (1960) linked the 

swastika epidemic, German remilitarisation and Nazi conduct during the Second 

World War: ‘Hitler’s storm-troopers first attacked the Jews. Today in Adenauer’s 

Germany, the swastika is daubed on synagogue doors’.23 Gollan did not object 

to German rearmament purely on the basis of avoiding another war. Instead, he 

dwelt on the racist origins of Nazi Germany’s expansionist policies, the war itself 

and the consequences for specific victim groups, talking about this alongside 

his treatment of the war’s effects on Britain’s population: 
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 The Nazi philosophy of the ‘master race’ corrupted a whole nation. As a result six 

 million Jews, seven million Russians and countless other millions died, among them all 

 our own people killed in action and in air-raids.
24

 

The pamphlet included an escapee’s testimony of surviving Auschwitz, with an 

account of the ‘gassing cellar’. For Gollan, the problem of incomplete 

denazification was not just that it left Nazis in charge of a newly-formed Federal 

German army but also that it absolved the perpetrators of the Holocaust. Gollan 

drew attention to Dr Gerhart Peters, the manger of an IG Farben affiliate that 

had supplied Zyklon B gas to Auschwitz (‘Today he is in business again in West 

Germany’) and Dr Hans Globke, a Nazi ‘specialist for Jewish affairs’, serving in 

1960 as Chief of Staff to the German Chancellery.25 Gollan’s article is evidence 

of the way in which the CPGB continued to draw on the Holocaust but in a way 

that was delineated from its antifascism and anti-racism. In this restricted 

context, the CPGB nevertheless continued to politicise the Holocaust in a way 

that was not replicated by the broader, non-communist labour movement. 

Gollan emphasised the greater number of Soviet victims relative to Jewish ones 

but nevertheless conveyed his understanding of the numbers and processes 

involved in the extermination of Jews.      

Antifascists generally linked the swastika epidemic back to the source of its 

initial outbreak, in West Germany. This meant that the dominant antifascist 

reaction highlighted the martial problem of a remilitarised Germany rather than 

the meaning of Holocaust memory in Britain. The swastika epidemic triggered a 

significant response but this was not one in which the Nazi genocide became a 

dominant motif. The following section explores the extent to which the 

Eichmann trial shaped antifascist approaches to the Holocaust in the 1960s.   

The Eichmann trial and British antifascism, 1960-62 

Israeli intelligence agents captured Adolf Eichmann in Buenos Aires on 11 May 

1960. Eichmann’s trial in Jerusalem began on 11 April 1961, where he faced 15 

charges, including of crimes against humanity, war crimes and ‘crimes against 

the Jewish people’, which specifically addressed the Holocaust. The Israeli 
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government facilitated a high level of media coverage for the trial, allowing 

access to journalists from around the world and permitting televised broadcasts.  

Historiographically, the Eichmann trial has been identified as a seminal moment 

in the crystallisation of Holocaust remembrance, and one that triggered a 

heightened, if perhaps not permanent, public connection to the genocide.26 

Kushner argued that the trial marked the moment in which the Holocaust began 

to emerge as a separate, distinct entity, divisible from the wider horrors of the 

Second World War.27 Writing specifically about Britain, however, Kushner also 

claimed that the longer-term impact of the trial was, ‘no more than a minor 

ripple’.28 Pearce conceded that the trial heightened awareness of events ‘still to 

be fully recognised and processed in Britain’ but argued that the proceedings in 

Jerusalem, did not bring about, ‘wholesale change in the cultural position of the 

Holocaust’. He pointed to the limited impact in Britain of Holocaust literature that 

coincided with or followed the Eichmann trial, especially Raul Hilberg’s The 

Destruction of the European Jews (1961) and Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann in 

Jerusalem (1963). Pearce argued that the Anglo-Jewish community engaged 

deeply with both works but that this level of interest was not replicated in wider 

British society.29 

It is not the intention of this chapter to add to the historiography on the general 

significance of the trial. In the narrower context of this investigation, it will be 

argued that the Holocaust was yet to assume a central place in antifascist 

memory culture at the time of the Eichmann trial. Anglo-Jewry was at yet too 

reticent and fearful of the trial’s implications to use the Holocaust against British 

fascists or to confront its opponents over the Holocaust denial that surfaced in 

the far-right’s responses to the Eichmann case.  

The meaning and significance of Eichmann’s arrest and trial quickly became 

contested, forming a new site of battle between fascists and antifascists. Soon 

after news of Eichmann’s arrest broke, the Board of Deputies became 
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preoccupied with foreboding of a new antisemitic reaction that might be 

triggered by publicity around the trial. This was something that deflected from, 

but did not wholly impede, the Board’s ability to welcome the trial’s opportunity 

for revealing the truth of the Holocaust. By the end of 1960, the Board was 

readying itself for the possibility of antisemitic incidents arising out of the trial set 

for the following spring.30 It found itself driven to defend the proceedings in the 

first instance, only then being capable of reflection on the trial’s potential for 

insight into the motivations and dynamics of the Nazi genocide. The Board 

decided not to produce a pamphlet explaining aspects of the trial. Instead, it 

briefed speakers and community leaders in advance of the proceedings firstly 

on how to defend Israel’s extra-territorial seizure of Eichmann. Then, it tried to 

ensure that Jews were prepared to explain the legitimacy and necessity of 

Israel’s decision to prosecute Eichmann on behalf of Jews exterminated before 

the state’s formation in 1948 and whom had, in the vast majority of cases, never 

set foot in Palestine. Only as a last point did the Board seek to equip its 

members with the means of countering Eichmann’s, ‘anticipated defence that 

he was merely carrying out orders’.31 The evidence suggest that the ways in 

which the trial has been subsequently analysed and remembered, especially for 

its ability to reveal the mind and personality of Eichmann, were not focal points 

for the Board at the time.  

The Board found itself locating the trial in the context of Jewish defence, and 

with good reason given fascist reactions to the Eichmann trial. The far-right 

went on the offensive, denouncing Israel’s actions as illegitimate and piratical. 

There were attempts to draw moral equivalence between the charges made 

against Eichmann and ‘Jewish’ atrocities committed against Arabs and British 

forces in Mandate Palestine. For the BNP, Eichmann was a victim of Jewish 

vengeance propaganda. The party produced a special supplement of its 

Combat magazine entitled ‘The Eichmann trial – what about Jewish atrocities?’ 

with Colin Jordan attributed as the main author. This edition of Combat 

reminded readers of attacks on British soldiers by the Jewish underground Irgun 

movement in Mandate Palestine and the Deir Yassin massacre of Arab civilians 
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by the Irgun and other Jewish paramilitaries in 1948. It identified Menachem 

Begin, the former Irgun leader, as ultimately responsible and demanded his 

arrest.32 The supplement denied the Holocaust (‘The Great Lie of the Six 

Million’), called the Eichmann trial ‘a Jewish propaganda stunt’ and claimed that 

the methods used to capture Eichmann and make him stand trial recalled the 

purges of the Stalinist Great Terror.33  

The Board noted how the BNP had taken the initiative, using the trial proactively 

in its political activism. On 15 April 1961, BNP activists led by John Bean 

attempted to disrupt a Warsaw Ghetto memorial event at Prince’s Theatre in 

London. Bean and several others were arrested: each received a £15 fine. BNP 

activists paraded at the event and through parts of London’s West End with 

placards reading ‘Eichmann – what about Jewish atrocities?’ and ‘Jews caused 

World War II’. The next day, the BNP demonstrated outside the Board’s Woburn 

House headquarters.34 The far-right had taken a determined approach to 

contesting the significance and implications of the trial. In this sense, the BNP 

integrated the Eichmann trial into its rhetoric and strategies more tangibly than 

did the Board. The BNP demanded action, insisting at least on equivalent 

recompense (‘Eichmann on trial – but not Begin!’).35 Contrapuntally, the Board 

did not bring the Eichmann trial or the Holocaust to bear in any publication or 

public campaign around this time.  

Chapter 3 has demonstrated that the Board had a tendency to quietly welcome 

the positive effects Israeli actions were thought to have had on perceptions of 

British Jews and what it considered to be a causally-linked reduction in 

antisemitism, such as at the time of the Suez Crisis of 1956. For the Board, the 

profound national and global impact of the Eichmann trial could also serve to 

render the BNP’s antics insignificant and counterproductive, as when the far-

right group’s members leafleted Trafalgar Square passers-by with images of the 

two British sergeants hanged by the Irgun in 1947: ‘none of [the public] 

appeared to take any interest in the proceedings’.36 Notably, the Board did not 
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seek to counter the BNP’s Holocaust denial or the very direct threats the 

movement made in connection to the Nazi genocide. On 30 April, BNP leaders 

Jordan, Bean and Tyndall had appeared at a BNP rally in Trafalgar Square. 

Jordan attacked Eichmann’s ‘kidnapping’ before declaring that Eichmann must 

have been ‘brainwashed’ in order to confess to his part in the killing of six 

million Jews. He ended, ominously, with the promise that, ‘We will hold our own 

Eichmann trial. And in the dock will be the Jews’.37 

It would take the emergence of overt British Nazism for antifascists to rally 

around a symbol of the Holocaust. The NSM gained considerable publicity, 

despite the movement’s small size. When Jordan claimed that ‘Hitler was right’ 

in Trafalgar Square, he did not explicitly endorse the Holocaust. Instead, he 

legitimised German National Socialism through analogy, drawing crude links 

between Jewish domination over Weimar Germany and Britain in 1962. He 

identified Jews as a shared racial enemy that Hitler had first exposed, 

concluding that National Socialism was a vital now as it had been in 1933: ‘The 

Jews and their minions are now beginning to realise, to their horror, that 

National Socialism, which they thought they had destroyed, is alive today’. Most 

directly, Jordan vindicated the Nazi analysis that, ‘our real enemies, the people 

we should have fought, were not Hitler and the National Socialists of Germany 

but “World Jewry” and its associates in this country’.38 It is also true that Jordan 

did not publicly advocate eliminationist antisemitism but rather the ‘repatriation’ 

of British Jews to Israel. Following the Trafalgar Square rally, on 4 July 1962, 

Jordan was suspended from his teaching job at Stoke Secondary Modern Boys’ 

School in Coventry. The next day, he told Midlands News that he wasn’t aware 

of any Jewish boys in the school, but that it would be better for any such 

children and their parents, to ‘take themselves to Israel, which is their country, 

the better for this country’.39 

Nevertheless, Jordan’s Trafalgar Square speech had an implicitly understood 

value that connected to the Holocaust, as the Observer pointed out when it said 
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that Jordan was, ‘in favour of racial purity, and by implication at least, Hitler’s 

policy of Genocide’.40 Moreover, by the time of the NSM’s formation, antifascists 

had already witnessed Jordan’s belligerent stance on the Eichmann trial and his 

Holocaust denial, thereby having good reason to see that the Nazi genocide 

was bound up in his attitudes towards Hitler’s ‘rightness’. Antifascists 

galvanised by the NSM rally would soon have the opportunity to glimpse 

references to violent eliminationist antisemitism when the activities of Jordan’s 

paramilitary ‘Spearhead’ group were revealed in court proceedings.  

The following section analyses the antifascist response to the NSM’s 1962 

Trafalgar Square rally and Jordan’s subsequent activities, focusing mainly on 

the 62 Group and YSM. It explores the extent to which the Holocaust sparked 

these groups’ determination to defeat the NSM and the wider far-right after July 

1962.  

‘I decided that afternoon to be a Jew myself’: resisting the NSM 

In his book about Colin Jordan, Paul Jackson noted that the Holocaust had 

done much to discredit Nazism and fascism, and that there was a, ‘powerful 

antifascist quality to post-war memories and national identities in Europe’.41 In 

this context, it is crucial to note another of Jackson’s observations, that Jordan 

‘chose a different pathway. He was a figure who claimed he never sacrificed 

ideological purity for short-term political gain’.42 Jordan placed little importance 

on building a mass movement. Any national opposition to fascism based at 

least partly on the Holocaust made little difference to a person who, at least 

while leader of the NSM, determinedly refused to appeal to mainstream 

sentiment.  

The Eichmann trial lent fuel to Jordan’s neo-Nazism, although his attraction to 

National Socialism long predated the trial. Jordan had been active in the far-

right British People’s Party (BPP) while he was at Cambridge University. By the 

mid-1950s, Jordan had become increasingly influenced by the racial antisemite 

Arnold Leese, leader of the interwar Imperial Fascist League. Jordan’s writings 

for the antisemitic bulletin Free Britain became increasingly oriented towards 
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National Socialism; he based his decision to leave A.K Chesterton’s League of 

Empire Loyalists (LEL) partly on his belief that Chesterton’s movement had not 

been strong enough in denouncing Jewish control.43 A mark of Leese’s close 

relationship with his protégée was revealed when Jordan inherited a house, 74 

Princedale Road, London W11, in Leese’s will. This became Jordan’s 

headquarters and known as ‘Arnold Leese House’.44 In April 1962, Jordan 

became leader of the NSM, taking with him from the BNP an extremist 

paramilitary organisation called Spearhead, which was modelled on the Nazi 

SA.  

Following the ‘Jewish control’ rally, Jordan and Tyndall appeared in court on 20 

August 1962 in relation to their speeches. Jordan received a prison sentence of 

two months, while Tyndall was handed a six-week sentence. Both appealed and 

were released on bail. At the appeal hearing in September 1962, the judge 

overturned Jordan’s conviction on the basis of his speech being just on the right 

side of the ‘borderline’ of acceptability. Jordan denied inciting violence. The trial, 

perhaps more than the original rally, presented antifascists with a further cause 

for indignation in connection to Jordan’s views on the Holocaust. When he was 

asked why people might find his arguments about Jews offensive, Jordan 

declared the claim that the Nazis had murdered six million Jews ‘a fabrication’.45  

The Trafalgar Square trial coincided with the beginning of the Spearhead case, 

which opened on 27 August 1962. Before that, on 4 August, Jordan had held an 

international gathering of neo-Nazis in Gloucestershire. The British government 

announced a ban on anyone attempting to enter the country to go to the event. 

This did not prevent George Lincoln Rockwell, leader of the American Nazi 

Party, from slipping into the country and attending for two days. Along with the 

publicity the meeting brought them, the NSM attracted the attention of the 

intelligence services. Special Branch raided the NSM’s Princedale Road 

headquarters and Jordan’s Coventry home. Jordan, Tyndall and two other NSM 

leaders were arrested on the basis of evidence found during the raids. This 

evidence would be produced during the Spearhead trial. It included a tin of 
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weed killer found at Princedale Road which was marked ‘Jew Killer’ and 

labelled with the instruction: ‘place a few crystals in a sealed room full of 

Jews’.46 According to Richard Thurlow, it was the Spearhead trial that led to the 

revival of militant antifascist activity in the early 1960s.47 Both the 62 Group and 

YSM originated earlier, however, with the ‘Jewish control’ rally of 1 July 1962.48 

The two organisations differed markedly in their responses to Jordan’s Nazism. 

The 62 Group used violence to confront fascists and intelligence work to 

undermine its opponents. The YSM eschewed violence, adopting peaceful 

protests and non-violent occupation of far-right platforms (although individual 

members were involved in violent confrontations). Both formed in opposition to 

the NSM’s provocative rhetoric, included in which was virulent antisemitism, 

justification of Nazi racial attitudes, Holocaust denial and the confrontational 

stance taken over the Eichmann trial. 

The Board of Deputies sought to decentre Jewish antifascists from the events in 

Trafalgar Square. It noted, approvingly, that although there had been an 

antifascist ‘riot’, ‘the number of Jews in the square had been small’. During a 

discussion of the Board’s JDC, Martin Savitt praised Jewish restraint and 

claimed that the police appreciated the Board’s advice to Jews to stay away 

from Trafalgar Square.49 Savitt did remark that the Nazi salutes evident at the 

rally should have given the police sufficient cause to close it down: a signal that 

an open, symbolic identification with Nazism meant enough was enough, even if 

Savitt did not unpack the meaning of Jordan’s ‘Hitler was right’ message. Mr 

Gold disputed Home Secretary Rab Butler’s references to an organised 

antifascist opposition and said that the meeting should have been stopped 

when the phrase ‘alien scum’ was used – revealing a concern with an older 

antisemitic trope. There followed a discussion about whether the NSM should 

be proscribed, as a result of which the Board pursued a rigorously active 

response, setting out on a high-level representation to the Home Office, a 
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campaign of letter-writing to MPs and an internal examination of possible 

amendments to the Public Order Act.50  

Subsequently, the Board debated joint action with the YSM and another 

antifascist body, the London Anti-Fascist Committee. The latter was formed with 

input from Reverend Bill Sargent, a number of London councillors and Solly 

Kaye, an East End communist of Jewish heritage.51 John Dight, the JDC 

Chairman, rejected joint action on the basis that the two antifascist groups in 

question were not well organised and could not be said to be politically 

neutral.52 Dight subsequently relented when it became clear in September 1962 

that Jordan had successfully appealed the conviction relating to his Trafalgar 

Square speech. Dight arranged to meet the YSM co-founder, the Reverend Bill 

Sargent, but returned to report himself not satisfied that the YSM could control a 

small group within its ranks that was using violence at fascist meetings.53 There 

followed some anguished discussions within the JDC about Jewish people’s 

violent responses to the NSM. There was even recognition that the 

spontaneous anger provoked by the NSM meant that, ‘we are no longer able to 

lead the people but in fact were in their hands. We could not tell the community 

not to go to meetings as they were intent on going’.54 Similarly, AJEX issued a 

statement to say that it might not be able to control its members in the face of 

further NSM provocations.55 For the JDC, Miss Barwell made a strikingly explicit 

connection between Jordan’s speech, the Holocaust and the potential for a 

future extermination of the Jews.56 The implications of these links, Barwell said, 

demanded an end to undue concern about special pleading:  

 Miss Barwell said it had to be made clear to the public that the doctrines preached by 

 Jordan would have the logical outcome of mass murder. We had a right to tell the 

 authorities that they must protect us. It went far beyond seeing that not only sectional 

 interests were involved.
57
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Provocative rhetoric on the Holocaust alerted the Board to the limits of free 

speech. The Board instructed its observers to pay special attention to speeches 

that had led to successful prosecutions, including rhetoric that simultaneously 

praised and denied Nazi eliminationist antisemitism along the lines that, ‘Hitler 

had the right idea about the Jews...6 million is all lies but even if this is true, it is 

not enough’.58 The Board’s intelligence and reporting tactics had some 

successes. Moreover, provocations about the Holocaust had come to represent 

a red line, whereas immediate responses to Trafalgar Square had focused on 

traditional antisemitism (‘alien scum’) and expressions of Nazism itself without 

explicit connection to the Holocaust (Nazi salutes and symbols).  

There was, however, little connection with the emotional responses of those 

antifascists who were provoked by the NSM, including on the emotive issue of 

the Holocaust. Moreover, the Board actively worked against such a reaction, 

employing its traditional calls to restraint and expressing relief that the riot did 

not have an overly Jewish composition. Dight did conclude that it would be 

impossible to tell the community not to go NSM meetings.59 However, JDC 

discussions led to no public expression of understanding for Jewish antifascists’ 

violent reactions. Subsequently, the Board reflected with disappointment on the 

‘human element’ of the antifascist response in the Square, and the concerns 

this element had caused it.60  

The Board rejected the idea that antifascist violence could represent Holocaust 

restitution. In 1965, Jordan attempted to disrupt a public meeting during Labour 

candidate Patrick Gordon Walker’s by-election campaign in Leyton (Walker had 

lost his Smethwick seat in the 1964 General Election. The victorious 

Conservative candidate, Peter Griffiths, refused to condemn the racist slogan 

that attached to his campaign: ‘if you want a nigger for a neighbour – vote 

Liberal or Labour’.) Jordan climbed onto the stage in Leyton but was punched 

and knocked off by Denis Healey, the Labour government’s defence secretary. 

The NSM leader was then assaulted by a number of antifascists in the crowd. 
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Commenting on the Leyton disturbances, the Board attacked what it identified 

as the misplaced Holocaust-driven reaction of the 62 Group: 

 Colin Jordan was beaten up at Patrick Gordon Walker’s adoption meeting at Leyton. 

 There are groups of militant anti-Fascists, such as the ‘62 Group’ which believe in a 

 most vigorous opposition to racialist propaganda; some of these anti-fascists are Jews 

 who act as if throwing tomatoes at a British racialist speaker is somehow getting their 

 own back on Hitler.
61

 

The Board engaged with the question of the Holocaust as antifascist motivation 

in its response to the Jewish Aid Committee of Britain (JACOB). This 

organisation was formed by 62 Group members, marking an attempt by that 

movement to explain its cause, to advocate for arrested members and finance 

their legal costs, and generally to win respect in the wider Jewish community. 

Gerry Cantor, a 62 Group veteran and founder member of JACOB, recalls that 

after the initial period of the Group’s violence: ‘We then decided that we’ve got 

to go a little bit more kosher’.62  

The Board took particular issue with the JACOB publication With a Strong Hand 

(1966), which criticised the Board’s defence work and urged Jews to remember 

the lessons of the Holocaust as motivation for a militant response to the British 

far-right. JACOB employed the by-then already contested victim trope of Jews 

meeting their fate ‘like lambs to the slaughter’. The Board retorted that this idea 

implicitly put blame on the innocent victims ‘instead of exclusively on the 

murderers’.63 It reminded readers that no one ever saw fit to claim that 

American soldiers massacred by the SS at Malmedy in 1944 went passively to 

their deaths.64 The Board dismissed the idea that the German-Jewish 

community was in any way passive or prevented by a ‘ghetto mentality’ from 

resisting the rise of Nazism, as its appeals for international solidarity in the 

1930s demonstrated. Failure to stop Hitler was more likely the fault of ‘sixty 

million Germans’; German Jews had, ‘nothing to reproach themselves with on 
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this score’.65 Finally, the Board resisted historical comparison between the 

situation in Germany in 1933 and that of the Anglo-Jewish community in 1966. 

JACOB’s call to resist renewed extermination was, according to the Board, 

disproportionate and self-defeating: 

 The ‘aid’ committee should also realise that the Britain of 1966 is neither the Weimar 

 Republic nor Germany of 1933. It should free itself from the habit of deliberately 

 exaggerating the size and influence of fascist groups. That these exist at all is bad 

 enough; but it is foolish to go on crying wolf all the time.
66

 

The argument between the Board and JACOB demonstrated the extent to 

which Jewish antifascism fragmented over the legacy and relevance of the 

Holocaust for communal defence in the mid-1960s. For both parties, this was an 

essential argument – and the Board was by no means attempting to ignore 

JACOB’s stance. Indeed, the Board signalled its determination to have JACOB 

regarded as a sectarian and dangerously divisive group. It reminded, ‘the 

Zionists on the “aid” committee’ that the Israeli Defence Forces had considered 

it necessary to sink the Irgun arms ship Altalena in 1948 ‘in the broader 

interests of the Jewish people’, and bemoaned the fact that JACOB’s leadership 

had yet to learn, ‘the lesson of this sad incident’.67  

The Board did not publicly engage with the raw feelings and impulses to 

revenge that resulted from the Holocaust in July 1962. Later, in its argument 

with JACOB, the Board repudiated as inappropriate attempts to link the likes of 

Jordan and Tyndall with the Holocaust or to emphasise the possibility of a future 

genocide of British Jews. It was left to the 62 Group and YSM, the two 

organisations galvanised in the ferment of July 1962, to draw on emotional 

responses to the NSM. The following analysis explores the extent to which the 
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Holocaust made a significant mark on these new groups’ motivations, strategies 

and rhetoric following the Trafalgar Square disturbances. 

The YSM embraced Holocaust symbolism. Soon after the movement’s 

formation however, it applied the yellow star to a universalised anti-racist 

narrative, which, ironically, served to decentre the genocide from the 

movement’s rhetoric and appeal. The YSM formed after the Reverend Bill 

Sargent, vicar of Holy Trinity Cross in Dalston and a Hackney Labour councillor, 

had stood on the steps of St Martin in the Fields, watching the NSM ‘Jewish 

control’ rally and wearing a large yellow Star of David in solidarity with Jordan’s 

Jewish targets. He was joined by Harry Green, a member of AJEX. Sargent 

subsequently led a deputation to the Home Office, calling for Home Secretary 

Henry Brooke to ban Mosley’s Trafalgar Square rally, planned for 22 July. This 

campaign was supported by the CPGB, which called on Brooke to ‘ban the 

Square to fascism’. The deputation failed but 1,000 supporters wearing yellow 

stars turned out on the day to oppose the Mosley meeting.68 Sargent explained 

that he adopted the yellow star as a means of achieving synthesis with the 

Jewish people:  

 I chose the Yellow Star as a symbol because on that day, it was the Jewish community 

 that was being vilified and I wanted to show my identification with it. I decided on that 

 afternoon to be a Jew myself. [had black people been the target instead] I would 

 probably have blackened my face to identify myself with the vilified coloured people in 

 this country.
69 

For individual Jewish supporters of the YSM, the movement enabled a similarly 

vivid public affirmation of the Holocaust’s legacy in their antifascism. In July 

1962, UM meetings in Manchester and Ridley Road led to violent disturbances 

involving antifascists. Following the Manchester violence on 29 July, 47 

antifascists were arrested; the figure at Ridley Road on 31 July was 54.70 

Thousands of antifascists demonstrated along the route of the Mosley march in 

Manchester, including protestors wearing the yellow star.71 Nearly 50 people, 

including several Jewish antifascists, would later appear at the Old Street and 
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North London Courts in connection with the violence at Ridley Road. Many of 

them wore yellow stars. Some of the accused talked about the Holocaust in 

their appeals, according to the newsletter of the Association of Jewish Refugees 

(AJR): 

 One of the accused told the court he had seen two of his parents and some of his family 

 killed by the fascists in Germany. Another said: ‘If people don't do what I attempted to 

 do and demonstrate against this sort of thing, a situation might arise which arose in 

 Germany in 1933.’
72

 

This was a noteworthy development. As Chapter 1 has demonstrated, some 

arrested members of the 43 Group emphasised their war records and 

consequent special privilege to speak out against fascism, rather than using the 

Holocaust as justification for fighting fascists. Here, in 1962, some antifascists 

felt able to connect the NSM to the Holocaust and to talk about their families’ 

suffering under the Nazis. The evidence does not allow a conclusive 

interpretation of what had changed since the immediate postwar years, 

although the facilitating impact of the Eichmann trial on public discourse might 

be suggested. Of at least equal importance, however, is that the NSM had 

reinserted Nazism into the fascist/antifascist struggle in Britain, whereas the UM 

confronted by the 43 Group had tried to shift focus away from its links to 

interwar fascism and National Socialism.    

However, the YSM’s leadership elsewhere projected the motivations and aims 

of the movement in ways that transcended focus on the Jewish experience 

under the Nazis. Indeed, when Sargent, who was a Christian Socialist, 

explained the YSM’s origins and aims to a meeting of the Stamford Hill ward of 

the Labour Party, he emphasised fascism’s threat to the labour movement 

above that of its implications for minorities. Fascism, Sargent said, ‘poses a 

threat not only to racial minorities, and democracy as a whole but even more 

particularly [my emphasis] to trade unionism and the workers’ right to strike.73 In 

a letter to the Jewish Chronicle, Olga Levertoff, the movement’s Secretary, 

acknowledged the yellow star’s function as a metonym for the ne plus ultra of 
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racial violence. However, Levertoff maintained that the yellow star resonated 

most vitally in the contemporary anti-racist struggle:    

 While reminding us of the depths to which racialism has led, it [the yellow star] stands 

 for rejection of all racial hate, not merely antisemitism, and unites people of all races 

 and religions. It is being proudly and gladly worn by Africans, West Indians and Gentiles 

 of all kinds.’
74

 

In the same issue, the Reverend Bernhard Hooker, a rabbi, wrote in to say that 

in using the yellow star as a badge of freedom and brotherhood, ‘the Jews have 

no monopoly’. This was not a movement for expressing a particularly Jewish 

experience, and indeed Levertoff warned Jews that their best defence lay in 

demonstrating fraternity with anyone ‘who may be slandered and attacked on 

racial grounds’, although she upheld the right of Jews to assert their equality, 

‘within the nation as a whole’.75  

The YSM can thus be seen to have re-appropriated the yellow star as an anti-

racist symbol. The yellow star now meant commonality, not separation and the 

ghetto. The YSM evoked the Holocaust much more directly than had any British 

antifascist movement before it. Here, the yellow star stood as an object lesson 

for what happens when racial hatred of any kind is taken to extremes. The 

strategy of universalising the Holocaust, however, effectively separated the 

symbol to a large degree from its specific historical context. The YSM did not 

evoke images of Jews with yellow stars living in the ghetto or arriving at the 

camps. This yellow star was not meant to be historicised but to live in an 

immediate, modern context. It stood for solidarity against racism in 1962, not 

the necessity of teaching Holocaust history to a new generation. The YSM 

applied itself so completely to an immediate resonance that it hardly envisaged 

the yellow star in the ghetto or the cattle truck at all. 

The YSM’s principal focus was on the national petition it initiated, which 

demanded legislation against race hatred. The petition was intended to support 

Labour MP Fenner Brockway in his repeated attempts to pass a race 

discrimination bill through parliament. For Sargent and Green, the ‘free Britain 

from Jewish control’ rally underlined the need for ‘specific legislation against 
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racial incitement’.76 Eventually, the YSM-led petition would achieve nearly 

440,000 signatures.77 It was delivered to parliament in November 1962 by 

Sargent, alongside representatives of the three main political parties, the 

National Council for Civil Liberties (NCCL), the Board of Deputies, AJEX and 

the London Anti-Fascist Committee.78 

The YSM originated in a moment of antifascist reaction, and its supporters were 

key protagonists in struggles against the far-right. Despite the non-violent 

stance urged by Sargent and Green, some YSM members did get involved in 

violence, as in May 1963 when they helped to prevent a UM march from 

Charing Cross station.79 Later on the same day, YSM members broke into UM 

headquarters, severely beating Keith Gibson, the movement’s political secretary 

and Robert Row, editor of its Action magazine.80 Gerry Gable, later editor of 

Searchlight, remembers that even Sargent, was ‘not a pacifist, as I 

actually...fought side by side with him against a UM meeting held in Bethnal 

Green on Yom Kippur’.81 Nevertheless, in its aims and development, the YSM 

moved quite swiftly beyond a narrowly antifascist focus. In the spirit of the 

YSM’s dedication to ‘human brotherhood’, its members marched with the 

Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) at Aldermaston and organised folk 

festivals and jazz concerts to emphasise the common cultural heritage of all 

races.82  

The YSM’s principal focus was on the solidarity engendered by discrimination, 

mutual defence through the petition movement, and the building of a non-

sectarian antifascist movement. Thayer, in his contemporaneous survey of the 

YSM, claimed that Sargent wanted the movement to be an informal body, with 

no hierarchy, no rigid rules and no literature. According to Thayer, the YSM was 

meant to represent, ‘a decent standard around which all anti-Fascists could rally 

in times of trouble’.83 The YSM intended that its Holocaust symbolism should 
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speak for itself – one result of which was that the movement did not produce 

antifascist literature. There was no specific drive to confront Jordan’s National 

Socialism, to fight him on the question of Hitler’s ‘rightness’, to explain the Nazi 

genocide or to tackle Holocaust denial.  

It has been claimed that the 62 Group (’62 Committee’ was the original, formal 

name) emerged from a violent faction of the YSM that Sargent was unable to 

control.84 Gable repudiates this idea, maintaining that the genesis of the two 

movements was entirely separate.85 In many ways, the 62 Group was modelled 

on the 43 Group. Like its predecessor, the 62 Group sought to break up fascist 

meetings, raid opponents’ offices, disrupt the distribution of fascist literature and 

infiltrate far-right movements for intelligence purposes. Unlike the 43 Group, the 

62 Group did not appeal to a wider antifascist alliance or engage with a 

prevailing national discourse on fascism and the Second World War. While the 

43 Group had its On Guard newspaper, the 62 Group remained secretive and 

did not produce apologia. With the formation of JACOB, the 62 Group began, by 

proxy, to articulate its position and engage in dialogue with the Board of 

Deputies and the wider Jewish community.  

There are few archival sources for the 62 Group, so that analysis for this section 

has been drawn from a number of new and existing oral history interviews, 

combined with JACOB intelligence briefings. Where veterans of the 62 Group 

remembered the significance of the Holocaust in their motivations – or, indeed, 

suggested polycausal explanations – there is little recourse to the archives to 

establish any official stance to which these memories conform or diverge. 

Nevertheless, the oral histories are invaluable in revealing how activists have 

reflected on and engaged with the significance of the Holocaust for their original 

antifascism, and, in some cases, their continued activism over a number of 

decades.      

Gerry Cantor remembered the NSM rally as a sudden, dramatic catalyst for his 

turn to antifascism. He happened to be passing Trafalgar Square on 1 July 
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1962 on a bus, on his way to a wedding. Cantor reflected that his reaction that 

day was angry, urgent and spontaneous: 

 And as I’m going through Trafalgar Square, I see a big notice across Nelson’s Column: 

 ‘Hitler was right. Free Britain from Jewish control’. And I decided that, ‘sod the wedding, 

 I’m going to get off here’... And we smashed the platform up, with the police and we tore 

 the banner down and there was murders and I finished up going to the wedding with a 

 torn bowtie and a torn jacket.
86

 

It is striking that Cantor remembered a ‘Hitler was right’ banner on the plinth of 

Nelson’s Column when in fact this was the spoken sentiment of Jordan’s 

speech. This speaks to Cantor’s more visceral recall of the indignation he felt on 

the day and how he connected this retrospectively to the NSM’s provocative 

stance on the Holocaust. Indeed, Cantor constructed a coherent narrative 

around his reaction that emphasised his formative experiences of meeting 

Holocaust survivors while at school and the implications of these encounters for 

his later reactions at Trafalgar Square. Cantor had grown up in Stamford Hill in 

London and first went to a non-Jewish state school. Then his father, an 

orthodox Jew, decided that Cantor should attend the religious Hasmonean 

Grammar School. This was founded by Rabbi Solomon Schonfeld, whom had 

personally rescued thousands of Jews from the Holocaust; he brought some 

survivor children to the school at the same time that Cantor was attending. 

Cantor remembered that other members of the 62 Group similarly mobilised 

around the Holocaust. Here, he described the NSM rally as a seminal moment 

after which the Holocaust came to be openly discussed by antifascists: 

 Well, I’ll tell you, it [the Holocaust] was talked about after that banner went across, right 

 after that banner: ‘Hitler was right’. That in itself is defamatory and antisemitic. There 

 was no question about it. ‘Free Britain from Jewish control’ was even just as bad. But 

 the Holocaust, I was fortunate enough to go to the Hasmonean Grammar School and I 

 saw what came out of the camps, these young kids, right, who were like skeletons.
87

 

Here, Cantor echoed the memories of 43 Group members who also talked 

about how the Holocaust was central to the inner discourse of their movement. 
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Raw feelings about the Holocaust impacted on the types of activism 62 Group 

members could engage in. Gable remembered recruiting intelligence workers 

for the Group; their job was to infiltrate far-right movements. On one occasion, 

Gable recruited, ‘a big, blond-haired man whose parents had died in Hungary in 

the Holocaust’. The 62 Group preferred to deploy ‘Aryan-looking’ agents whose 

physical appearances were less likely to rouse the fascists’ suspicions. On this 

occasion, however, the agent buckled under the psychological pressure he 

experienced because of his parents’ fate: ‘he said to me [Gable], I can’t go 

on...every time I’m in the room and they start singing about “up the chimney”, 

that’s my parents they’re talking about’.88
 

62 Group veterans also remembered the particular emphasis the movement 

placed on exposing the far-right’s links to German National Socialism. In 1971, 

the 62 Group attacked a meeting of the secretive, international neo-Nazi 

Northern League at the Royal Pavilion Hotel in Brighton. Cantor remembered 

that the Northern League invited three ex-Gestapo members from Cologne to 

the hotel meeting. Jules Konopinski, another 62 Group veteran (and, before 

that, of the 43 Group) described, ‘dealing with ex-Nazis from Germany, ex-SS 

men’.89 A fight broke out in the hotel’s dining room and, ‘the one who accused 

me of hitting him over the head with a chair, right, he was ex-Nazi’, remembered 

Cantor.90 The Anti-Apartheid League and AJEX protested outside the hotel: one 

antifascist leaflet insisted that the Northern League ‘are Nazis, real Nazis’.91 The 

disturbances led to the arrests of four 62 Group members including Cantor and 

Cyril Paskin, the movement’s leader (‘field commander’): they received two-year 

suspended prison sentences.  

There is a dissonance between the Holocaust as a remembered, privately 

understood reality and how the 62 Group articulated its actions publicly at the 

time, on the rare occasions when it was required to do so. Harry Kaufman had 

been a member of the 43 Group. The legacy of the Holocaust influenced 

Kaufman’s continuing activism after the 43 Group had disbanded: he had acted 

as a security guard for AJEX at the Warsaw Ghetto memorial event in April 
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1961 that was disrupted by BNP activists. Kaufman was unable to join the 62 

Group because he was arrested on 20 August 1962 after attempting to attack 

members of Jordan’s entourage as they left Bow Street Magistrates’ Court. He 

was fined five shillings for insulting words and behaviour outside the courtroom. 

During the trial, however, the patriotic legacy of the Second World War was 

deployed in the 62 Group’s defence – the Holocaust was absent as explanation 

for resisting Jordan. Kaufman recounted how fellow-accused Harry Bidney, a 

veteran of Jewish antifascism from the 43 Group days, pleaded for mitigating 

circumstances on the basis of Jordan’s provocative Nazism and the insult this 

presented to British sacrifice in the Second World War: 

 And Harry Bidney in court, said, they said, ‘how do you plead?’ and he said, ‘we plead 

 guilty’. But he said, ‘Why is it’, he said, ‘when we fought the Nazis during the war’...he 

 said, ‘people getting the VCs [Victoria Cross], DFCs [Distinguished Flying Cross], 

 military medals, for fighting the Nazis, why should we let these bastards get away with 

 it?’. And he said that in the court. And the magistrate was almost laughing.
92

 

While some antifascists charged with violence against Mosley at Ridley Road 

had used the Holocaust to explain their actions, Bidney, a warrant officer during 

the Second World War, responded in court much more in the 43 Group tradition 

of appealing to the patriotic memory of the conflict. Public discourse on the 

Holocaust had certainly grown to some extent with the Eichmann trial, but the 

disparate defence statements in court reveal how the Churchillian brand of 

antifascism co-existed in the early 1960s with an emerging antifascism that 

drew on Holocaust memory.       

Moreover, some veterans insisted that the 62 Group did not engage with the 

far-right solely on the question of the Holocaust. Of more importance to some 

activists was the sense of the NSM’s immediate threat to the Jewish 

community. In this way, motivations for joining the 62 Group were not 

monocausal. Mike Whine, for example, was careful to set out his motivations as 

not immediately connected to the extermination of European Jewry, which had 

not affected his family.93 Whine’s engagement with the 62 Group stemmed from 

the question of self-defence in the face of the current threat, and an idea of 
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resistance that connected to Zionist emphasis on Jewish physicality. He 

remembered that NSM activists physically attacked a number of Jewish 

organisations, including offices of the Habonim and B’nei Akiva youth 

movements. Each of these had schlichim: youth leaders from Israel who worked 

with the organisations. Whine remembered that these Israeli emissaries insisted 

that the youth workers receive urgent training in Israeli-style unarmed combat 

as a response to the NSM, and that the trained activists then became 

instrumental in the formation of the 62 Group.94 

The idea that the 62 Group was or should have been an exclusively Jewish 

antifascist movement has been contested. Cantor remembered that the 

Holocaust gave the 62 Group a special sense of militancy that other antifascist 

movements lacked. Left-wing groups would, ‘scream and shout and wave their 

banners but they didn’t do anything else’.95 Gable, meanwhile, remembered 

clashing with the 62 Group’s leadership over its determination to recruit only 

Jews, so defined by the orthodox insistence on maternal descent. Gable’s 

mother was Jewish; his father came from a family of Irish Protestants that had 

emigrated to London from Dublin. Gable remembered his father as an active 

antifascist in the 1930s – ‘that was Wally Gable, giving it to the fascists’. When 

the 62 Group formed, Gable was already collecting intelligence on the far-right. 

He helped the 62 Group drive the BNP out of Ridley Road in August 1962. 

When the 62 Group began to formally recruit, Gable went along to the venue, a 

Jewish restaurant in Whitechapel, with an Irish friend, who came from a family 

with Republican sympathies. Gable remembered that the 62 Group asked him 

to join but he refused on the basis of the Group’s determination to be an 

exclusively Jewish organisation: ‘so my friend here is going to go and work for 

your backs on the streets...because he can’t stay here...I’m not joining because 

that would be an insult to my dad – and my dad was a bloody good 

antifascist’.96  
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Whine remembers that the 62 Group, ‘came at the whole thing from a 

particularly Jewish perspective’.97 However, despite its roots in ethnic 

particularism, and the role played in that by Holocaust consciousness, the 

Group was increasingly exposed to a wider antifascist milieu. It began to 

engage with non-Jewish communities that were also being victimised by 

fascists. While still in the 62 Group, Whine went to university: the Group 

believed that he could fulfil an important function alongside his studies. He 

started writing for The Anti-Fascist Research Group, publishing bulletins and 

information sheets intended for a wider audience in the Labour Party and the 

broader labour movement. Whine remembered that the 62 Group had begun to 

fall away by the mid-1960s because the fascists had stopped demonstrating 

and attacking Jews. Then, Whine’s activism began to take on a more pluralistic 

dimension: 

 By about 1965, ’66, the threat on the streets had declined. Of course, subsequently you 

 got the growth of the National Front and whilst the Jewish community were targets, we 

 weren’t the only targets...the National Front was against immigration, it was against 

 Asians, it was against blacks.
98

 

Whine would go on to play a key part in forming the Community Security Trust 

(CST). This was and remains an organisation dedicated to Jewish communal 

defence, connected in Whine’s recollections through a ‘continuum’ back to the 

62 Group. Nevertheless, Whine emphasised that his post-62 Group activism 

has transcended Jewish antifascism to incorporate security training with people 

of other faiths: ‘the sort of people who hate Jews will also normally hate 

Muslims and Hindus. Their main focus may be on Muslims but racism is racism 

and that’s how we look at it’.99  

As JACOB engaged 62 Group members in public discourse, so it began to turn 

towards a non-sectarian version of antifascism. In October 1964, JACOB noted 

increased BNP activity in Southall, London – an area with a significant British 

Asian population of Indian and Pakistani heritage: ‘By working on the coloured 

immigrants question as the central theme of their campaign in Southall, they 

have been able to influence local affairs.’ JACOB presented a teleological view 
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of far-right activity, attributing separate incidents affecting different communities 

to a wider fascist purpose. It connected as part of the same ‘organised effort’ 

incidents such as swastika daubing, antisemitic death threats and the murder of 

Kelso Cochrane.100 JACOB’s interconnected worldview on antisemitism was, 

however, always built around Jewish ethnic particularism and Zionism: the 

organisation attributed rising British antisemitism to the nefarious activities of 

the United Arab Republic, which was accused of fostering antisemitic groups ‘all 

over the free world’.101 

In May 1964, disunity within the NSM came to a head when Tyndall and Jordan 

split. Tyndall had become increasingly critical of the movement’s open Nazism 

and urged that, under his proposed leadership, the NSM become a completely 

British movement that no longer expressed admiration for German National 

Socialism. Tyndall’s breakaway Greater Britain Movement (GBM) pledged itself 

to a British-style of National Socialism. The NSM, with diminished membership, 

continued without Tyndall but then all but collapsed after Jordan’s imprisonment 

for inciting race hatred in 1967. On his release, Jordan distanced himself from 

overt Nazism with the dissolution of the NSM and creation of the British 

Movement (BM) in 1968. In part, avoiding direct expressions of Nazism 

reflected Jordan’s recognition that the new movement would have to work within 

the restrictions represented by the Race Relations Act, passed in the same 

year.102 In 1967, the NF was formed by merger of the BNP and LEL: Tyndall’s 

GBM joined shortly afterwards. The future of the far-right lay in movements that 

avoided public association with German Nazism and which stressed instead 

British ethnic nationalism and white racial purity.  

Jordan’s NSM represented one strand of far-right activism in the 1960s. The 

Mosleyite strand, manifested in the diminishing activities of the UM, continued 

throughout the decade to emphasise its opposition to non-white immigration. 

The UM, BNP and NSM sought to attach themselves to racist attitudes which 

surfaced in incidents such as the Smethwick General Election campaign of 
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1964. The following section explores the extent to which the Holocaust featured 

in the broader anti-racist campaigns of the 1960s, which existed at the 

intersection of antifascism and anti-racism. These campaigns took place at a 

time when political and government discourse increasingly linked race relations 

with immigration control, and when ‘immigrant’ was becoming code for ‘coloured 

people’ rather than for all people coming into Britain.103 

‘Who after Auschwitz still clings to racial politics’: the Holocaust and 

1960s’ anti-racism 

At the beginning of the 1960s, as in the previous decade, the Board of Deputies 

struggled to interpret and respond to the fascists’ shifting emphasis on anti-

black and anti-Asian racism and its turn away from overt antisemitism. A 

discussion continued within the Board around the implications for Jewish 

defence in a situation where other ethnic groups were being victimised and 

antisemitism appeared to be losing traction on fascist speakers’ audiences.   

A JDC intelligence report for autumn 1960 suggested that little notice was taken 

of the few references to Jews in speeches by the BNP and UM. In the following 

discussion, Board representative Mr H Diamond argued that all propagators of 

religious and racial hatred were ‘our enemies’ and that the Board’s constitution 

should not limit its activities narrowly to Jewish communal defence.104 This was 

to revive the debate of the early 1950s that had concluded with a determination 

not to widen the Board’s remit to address the ‘coloured question’, as Chapter 3 

has discussed. As the 1960s developed, it became increasingly clear to the 

Board that the far-right was dividing on the question of publicly-expressed 

antisemitism. Speakers for Mosley’s UM avoided mention of Jews to a large 

extent; meanwhile, ‘Jewish control’ formed the dominant motif in NSM 

propaganda. JDC Chairman John Dight noted how UM candidates in Islington 

concentrated their rhetoric against ‘coloured immigration’; he thought it unlikely 

that there would be any references to Jews. Similarly, the BNP candidates in 

Deptford made immigration their main concern and the ‘only reference’ to Jews 
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picked up on by the JDC concerned the ‘taking over’ of local shops and 

businesses.105  

After the formation of the NSM, the Board began to differentiate its antifascism 

in relation to the degree of antisemitism each far-right group espoused. It began 

to reflect on an antifascist strategy that was in direct opposition to Diamond’s 

suggested embrace of a wider anti-racism. A Mr Salbow urged the need to 

distinguish between anti-Jewish meetings and those that did not invoke 

antisemitism: ‘regarding the former, it would be stated that Jews could not be 

kept under control; but there should be no announcement about Mosley 

meetings’. The Board resolved only to make no further announcements about 

Jewish attendance at meetings.106 Nevertheless, the effect of the Board’s 

intelligence reports was to categorise UM and BNP meetings, with their racism 

against black and Asian people, as less in need of comment and policy 

guidance than those of the NSM. Rather cynically, while some Board members 

were in favour of ending guidance on the subject of UM rallies, others were 

trying to co-opt non-Jewish support in resisting the NSM. In July 1963, it was 

suggested that a silent or sit-down protest in Trafalgar Square against the NSM, 

‘would not only affect Jews but non-Jews’, and that the trade union movement 

should be invited to join with the Board in a counter demonstration.107  

The politics of race were increasingly evident in the run up to 1964 General 

Election, held in October. According to Miles and Phizacklea, the Smethwick 

campaign was still atypical: its notoriety stemmed from its revealing that racism 

could sway voters and the extent to which Peter Griffiths’ Conservative 

campaign intensified and harnessed racist attitudes.108 In the months preceding 

the election, however, the Board was more focused on the BNP electoral 

campaign in Southall, London. The far-right was active in Smethwick, although 

most of the controversy there centred on the Conservative campaign: this was a 

factor that militated against a stronger interest from the avowedly apolitical 

Board.  
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In Southall, the far-right was more obviously at the centre of the racism that 

marked the campaign. John Bean stood as BNP candidate, targeting the area’s 

Pakistani and Indian immigrant communities. Bean demanded that voters 

choose whether Southall became a ‘multi-racial slum’ or stayed ‘Northern 

European’.109 The Board tended to view fascist aggression towards black and 

Asian people warily, for signs that this racism might give way to renewed 

antisemitism. In Southall there was just enough codified antisemitism in Bean’s 

rhetoric to alert the Board to this possibility, as when the BNP leader decried, 

‘the big money pressures that have always supported Negro immigration into 

this country for cheap labour.’110 By this time, the idea that Jews were behind 

‘coloured immigration’ was firmly established on the far-right, and most crudely 

articulated in NSM propaganda. The Board found BNP activism in Southall 

alarming but some of its intelligence reports demonstrated a rather disinterested 

attitude towards Indian and Pakistani victims. The primary concern over 

antisemitism emerged in the observation that, ‘their [the BNP’s] main 

propaganda had been directed against Indians and Pakistanis who were 

alleged to have brought about very bad housing conditions. The extent of fascist 

support, was however, most disturbing.’111  

In August 1964, the Board noted that, for the first time in many years, a UM 

speaker, ‘had engaged in an anti-Semitic harangue’.112 It was observed that 

Bean’s attitudes towards Jews, although alluding to the trope of ‘Jewish control’, 

marked some attempt at being measured, relative to some of the cruder far-

right assertions, including in relation to the Holocaust: 

 He [Bean] also said that he didn’t mind Jews being in charge of their own affairs in 

 Israel, but he did object to men like Cotton, Clore, Wolfson, etc, coming here and 

 running our economy. He was not in favour of gas chambers or violence of any sort.
113
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The Board concluded from its observers’ reports that antisemitism had little 

impact on Bean’s audiences, compared to the ‘enthusiastic reaction to the 

meeting as a whole, which dealt almost entirely with the immigrant question’.114  

The Board avoided direct criticism of the Conservative campaign in Smethwick. 

Instead, it limited its concerns to investigating the extent to which the far-right 

had influenced Tory attitudes during the campaign. The Board found no 

evidence of a link between Griffiths and the BNP. It noted the BNP’s proud 

boast that it played, ‘no small part in ousting the Labour candidates from 

Smethwick and Perry Bar’, while an intelligence source suggested that 

individual BNP members were closely associated with Smethwick Tories.115 The 

Board’s cautious attitude towards a campaign which gained national - and 

international - notoriety is marked in contrast to some of the more strident 

comments about Smethwick that were recorded at time. This was especially the 

case where the treatment of black people in Smethwick was interpreted as 

suggesting comparison with antisemitism and the Holocaust. The historian 

Michael Hartley-Brewer described the moment at a press conference when an 

audience member challenged Griffiths over his insistence that his policies 

merely reflected disinterested commitment to popular will: ‘If his constituents 

were to put forward a proposal to put all Jews in gas chambers would Alderman 

Griffiths support this regardless? Doesn’t he think an M.P’s conscience comes 

in somewhere?’116 Malcolm X, visiting Smethwick in February 1965, said he had 

come because he had heard that black people were being treated ‘as the Jews 

were under Hitler’. He warned against inaction: ‘I would not wait for the fascist 

element in Smethwick to erect gas ovens’.117 

The 1964 General Election saw the Board concerned with manifestations of 

racial hatred that, for the most part, had no explicit connection to antisemitism. 

Indeed, the Board’s attention to Southall and its investigations into the BNP’s 

role marked an interest in campaigns with minimal connection to Jewish issues. 
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The Board acted in ways that demonstrated a genuine opposition to racism that 

transcended antisemitism. Board members were instructed to lobby property 

owners and local authorities for the removal of NSM ‘don’t vote’ stickers 

whether these featured crude racist caricatures of Jews or black people – so 

that there were many occasions when Jewish members of the Board were 

acting against racism targeted at black and Asian people when there was no 

apparent incidence of antisemitism.118 At a more strategic level, the Board 

identified political capital in the racist rhetoric of 1964. It was interested in 

drawing political attention to the racism as a means of securing anti-racist 

legislation that would in turn protect Jews. The Board encouraged Jews to 

canvas local candidates for their views on supporting legislation if elected, 

pointing to the recent ‘enormous increases of speeches and propaganda which 

denigrate racial and religious minorities’. The inclusion of religion here was 

intended to secure protection for Jews at a time when it was not certain that 

they would be deemed a ‘race’ or ‘ethnic’ group under the new legislation.119 

The Board instructed election observers that it was equally interested in political 

speeches mentioning Jews, Israel, fascism and racial discrimination.120  

The Board’s support for what became the 1965 Race Relations Act drew on this 

background of wider racism. This was consistent with the Board’s previous 

approaches to legislation on the question of race. As Chapter 1 has 

demonstrated, the Board’s tendency to avoid special pleading and to seek 

alliances which emphasised commonality of experience led it to demand that 

the propagation of race hatred generally (sometimes without specific mention of 

antisemitism) be made illegal.121  

Within this broader demand for anti-racist measures, the Board was, of course, 

primarily concerned with the extent to which any new legislation would protect 

Jews. The Board lobbied hard for the Act to protect Jews from fascist 
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antisemitism.122 The Race Relations Bill, published in April 1965, alarmed the 

Board because it contained no precise terms, especially on the question of 

religion as the defining quality of Jewish identity. Board members were worried 

to learn that Jews were not to be protected as a religious group, while at the 

same time the Bill did not make it clear that they would be treated as an ethnic 

or national group either.123 Clarification was sought from the Home Secretary, 

Sir Frank Soskice, who confirmed that ‘ethnic’, in his view, would indeed cover 

Jews. The Board was rather unconvinced on this matter, with some members 

maintaining that Jews were not racially distinct from the communities in which 

they lived. Soskice was adamant that nothing would persuade him to introduce 

religion into the final Act.124  

Gavin Schaffer has questioned the extent to which legislators formulated the bill 

to protect black people and whether other agendas, such as a broader desire to 

end fascist violence, played a more significant part than has been 

acknowledged. Schaffer highlighted how the Act’s incitement legislation was 

first used to prosecute a fascist leaflet distributor in October 1966, and how this 

was swiftly followed by the prosecution of Jordan and another far-right activist, 

Peter Pollard, for distributing literature likely to incite hatred.125 The charge 

related to allegations that Pollard had daubed antisemitic slogans on a 

synagogue in Portsmouth earlier in the year. The charge against Jordan was for 

inciting this incident and also for inciting Pollard to distribute the NSM pamphlet 

The Coloured Invasion, which threatened the eviction of ‘semi-savages from our 

land’.126 Jordan received a sentence of 18 months in prison; Pollard was given a 

probationary sentence of 3 years.  

Nevertheless, the evidence of the Board’s JDC archives shows almost no 

attempt to privilege antisemitism or to present the Holocaust as a special 

reason for appealing for legislative protection.127 Indeed, a Board deputation to 

Home Secretary Soskice pointed out that, ‘Jews at the moment do not suffer 
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from this evil [racial discrimination] except for occasional instances in hotels and 

employment.’128 Where the Board did talk about Nazi and fascist attacks on 

racial minorities (not specifically the Jews), this was to point out that such 

attacks were a precursor to the destruction of liberties for all citizens.129  

There is a striking disparity between parliamentary debate, which invoked the 

Holocaust, and the Board’s arguments in favour of the new law. In parliament, 

the Conservative MP Quintin Hogg listed all the antisemitic attacks that had 

taken place in 1964, while fellow Conservative Anthony Buck claimed that 

fascist antisemitism was the primary motivating force behind the new 

legislation.130 The Jewish Labour MP, Barnett Janner was unequivocal in linking 

the Nazi genocide to the race relations debate: 

I have just come back from Israel where ex-inmates of Bergen-Belsen and their children 

from all parts of the world are celebrating the 20th anniversary of the liberation of that 

camp. If this Bill does anything to help in the direction of preventing a repetition of some 

of the horrific events of the past, it will do extremely important work.
131

 

Indeed, for Schaffer, the parliamentary interest in protecting both Jews and 

black immigrants, ‘rendered minimal the necessary imagination leap from 

Belsen to Brixton’.132 While it might have thought of itself as an assimilated, 

integrated body of the establishment, in this instance the Board is revealed as 

standing very much outside the corridors of power. The Board did not use the 

Holocaust to demand the protection of Jews from racial discrimination, despite 

evidence that such an emotive invocation would have won it some 

parliamentary support. Still anxious to avoid a particular emphasis on Jewish 

experience, the Board did not identify political capital in the Holocaust in terms 

of its own communal defence, let alone regarding the genocide as relevant to a 

broader campaign against racism.  
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Immigration controls and anti-discrimination legislation were linked as part of 

the wider conflation of race relations and immigration that developed in the 

decade. The Race Relations Act, published in November 1965, was preceded 

by a White Paper in August which proposed cutting down on the issuing of 

employment vouchers which had been introduced in the Commonwealth 

Immigrants Act, 1962. Despite its consistent sense of sympathy for newer 

immigrant groups (sometimes advocating for a generalised anti-racism that 

sublimated antisemitism), it is worth noting that the Board shared some of the 

prevailing assumptions about the ‘problem’ of immigration: ‘Their [the BNP] 

election address was almost entirely devoted to attacks on coloured 

immigration, the problem being emphasised in housing and health’, and, ‘there 

was particular concern that the BNP was able to gain some support in the 

exploitation of problems caused by coloured immigration.’133 The Board’s 

support for the Race Relations Act in 1965 drew on anti-racism generally. 

However, it shared with the far-right a set of assumptions about the ‘problem’ of 

immigration, and, ‘John Bean seems [to audiences in Southall] to be the only 

answer at the moment’.134 For the Board, a sense of Jewish inclusivity in British 

society drew on the ‘othering’ of ‘coloured’ immigrants, continuing a process 

that had begun in the 1950s. 

The Board’s conflicting attitudes towards ‘anti-Jewish’ meetings, such as those 

held by the NSM, and the meetings of the UM and BNP which generally 

avoided antisemitism, did not amount to an antifascist strategy based on 

combating Holocaust-related provocations and denial. After all, by the 1960s 

Mosley had a long track record of Holocaust denial. At the press conference 

given to proclaim the formation of the UM on 28 November 1947, Mosley had 

argued that the ‘gas ovens’ were used only to dispose of bodies following 

typhus outbreaks and that the disease itself had been exacerbated by Allied 

bombing of the camps and surrounding areas. Mosley had argued that German 

prisoners of the Allies, if held long enough, ‘will admit to anything’ and insisted 

that photographs of liberated Nazi camps did not represent impartial evidence. 
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The UM’s Union newspaper of 17 April 1948 derided ‘concentration camp fairy 

tales’.135 

Towards the end of the 1960s, Mosley was no longer denying the Holocaust. 

However, he interpreted the genocide via his long-standing interactionist 

assessment which blamed Jews for bringing fascist violence upon themselves. 

Domestically, according to Mosley, Jewish antifascists had provoked 

antisemitism firstly through attacking his British Union of Fascists (BUF) in the 

1930s and then, after the Second World War, the UM. In the case of Hitler and 

the Holocaust, international Jewry was ultimately to blame because it had 

caused the Second World War. In November 1967, Mosley appeared on The 

Frost Programme, telling the host that, ‘They [the Jews] made the greatest 

mistake they ever made when they produced that war’.136 

Throughout the 1960s, Mosley’s position on the Holocaust – outright denial or 

disingenuous acceptance – might have presented the Board with a rationale for 

continuing to oppose the UM, despite its speakers’ public avoidance of 

antisemitism. The evidence suggests, however, that the Board was not willing to 

publicly revisit Mosley’s attitudes to the Holocaust, as long as UM speakers 

were equally careful to avoid provocations around the Nazi genocide, as well as 

expressions of general antisemitism. The Board was all the time well aware that 

Mosley provoked outrage over the Holocaust. A JDC intelligence report noted 

how a Mosley meeting at Islington Town Hall on 24 March 1966 was interrupted 

by a ‘rather long-haired young man’, who shouted, ‘what about Hitler and the 

murder of 5 million Jews in Germany?’. The UM speaker, Danny Harmsten, 

similarly drew attention to the fashions of the day when he disdainfully claimed 

himself unable to tell hecklers’ genders apart, ‘unless you wear a topless 

dress’.137 UM rallies in Ridley Road and Manchester in 1962 had been disrupted 

by protesters wearing the yellow star, suggesting an antifascist linkage at least 

between the UM and antisemitism, if not more explicitly the Holocaust. 
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The Board consistently declared itself opposed to all forms of racism. However, 

because of its aversion to special pleading, the Board avoided invocations of 

the Holocaust in its appeals for anti-racist legislation. Its reluctance to engage in 

wider anti-racist action was to some extent informed by its sense that newer 

immigrant populations presented social and political problems that were not 

evident within Jewish communities. Nevertheless, the Board’s opposition to 

general racism was genuine and long-standing, as its opposition to racism 

against black and Asian people during Jordan’s ‘don’t vote’ campaign 

demonstrates. 

The Holocaust acted as the bridge between anti-racism and antifascism in the 

YSM. However, because of its reluctance to engage in rhetoric and the extent to 

which it made the yellow star a universalised anti-racist symbol, the YSM did 

not infuse its anti-racist strategy with the horrors of the Nazi genocide in any 

detailed way. The following section points to where a much deeper connection 

was made between antifascism and anti-racism, established to a considerable 

degree around Holocaust memory. The Searchlight newspaper achieved a 

conflation of antifascism and anti-racism in which the Holocaust increasingly 

functioned as a metonym for extreme racist violence.  

Searchlight: the Holocaust in an antifascist, anti-racist newspaper 

Searchlight began as a newspaper in 1965 and was sporadically published in 

this format throughout the rest of the decade. It was edited firstly by Reginald 

Freeson and then Joan Lestor, both of whom were Labour politicians. Gerry 

Gable served as the original newspaper’s research director. In 1975, 

Searchlight was re-launched as a monthly magazine by Gerry Gable and 

Maurice Ludmer, an anti-racist and antifascist activist. Only four copies of the 

newspaper version were published between the summer of 1965 and end of 

1967. For this reason, the following section of analysis is relatively short 

compared to the assessment of other sources of antifascist rhetoric. 

The 1960s version of Searchlight declared itself ‘against fascism and racialism’. 

From its first edition, the newspaper represented the Holocaust as a seminal 

moment in the struggle against racism generally, in a way that transcended 

opposition to antisemitism. For Searchlight, the Nazi genocide disgraced racists 
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of the past, present and ad infinitum: ‘he who, after Auschwitz, still clings to 

racial politics has rendered himself guilty’. The newspaper made repeated and 

strong links between Nazi racial politics and the British far-right, be it of the 

Mosleyite or overtly National Socialist strands. Jordan, Tyndall, Bean and 

Mosley all had to be resisted, so that, ‘they never have the chance to bring the 

world the misery that their idol Hitler brought it’.138  

Searchlight printed photographs from Nazi concentration and extermination 

camps. It did so explicitly as a means of appealing against contemporary racism 

and fascist activities. In its first edition, the paper juxtaposed images of the 

camps with those of a modern fascist rally, showing a young man and woman 

giving Nazi salutes: 

 Horrors such as Auschwitz, Dachau, Belsen and other Nazi concentration 

 camps defy belief – and these pictures are not the worst on record. But the horror, 

 sadness and pain must be remembered – a permanent reminder of what happens when 

 people surrender to fascist and racialist ideas.
139

 

As the newspaper evolved, it treated both contemporary racism and the 

implications of the Holocaust. In its third issue, Searchlight exposed the 

continuing discrimination faced by black people. It applauded the 1965 Race 

Relations Act, which covered discrimination in public services, but demanded 

new legislation to cover housing and employment. On the same page, 

Searchlight explored both the history and the contemporary resonance of the 

antisemitic forgery The Protocols of the Learned Elders of Zion, locating the 

influence of this tract on the Nazi genocide: ‘it provided the ideology for an 

international movement and paved the way for the near extermination of 

European Jews by the Nazis. Today there are still editions being published’.140 

Searchlight in no way limited itself to confronting domestic fascism and racism. 

It devoted pieces to subjects such as incomplete denazification and the 

activities of neo-Nazis in West Germany. In ‘Are murderers still among us?’, 

Searchlight connected modern German neo-Nazis to those, ‘who must share 

the blame for the slaughter of millions of people in concentration camps’. It 
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published pictures of Jews at the Auschwitz railway sidings, ‘en route to death 

by gas’. Alongside this, the paper ran an account of antisemitism in the modern 

army of West Germany, again with a Holocaust linkage. Searchlight recounted 

how when gas masks were checked by an army unit in Westphalia, a German 

officer shouted, ‘Next batch of Jews – prepare for gassing!’141  

There is no conclusive evidence to explain why the newspaper focused so 

clearly on the relationship between racism and the Nazi past. However, the 

personal influence of Gable suggests as an important contributing factor. Gable 

attributed the origins of his activism to opposition to racism and colonialism, 

remembering the Sharpeville Massacre (1960) and the murder of Patrice 

Lumumba (1961) as ‘two very big physical flashpoints’. Gable remembered the 

creation of synthesis between racism, anti-colonialism and antifascism in the 

context of a march in protest at Lumumba’s death: 

 We marched from Trafalgar Square where we’d battled with Mosleyites...to the Belgian 

 embassy, which is in Belgravia – several thousand people march up there and the 

 police try everything to beat us back...So, around that time, you had the anti-apartheid 

 movement...the  movement for colonial freedom...we went when they executed some 

 people in Franco’s Spain, we went to the embassy – YCL, Communist Party, Labour 

 League of Youth, Gerry Healy’s mob, so all these people on paper were antifascist and 

 some were more active than others...
142   

In 1963, Gable was one of a team of antifascists who had broken into David 

Irving’s flat. Gable suspected that Irving had been able to obtain research 

materials from former members of the SS and active neo-Nazis while working 

(or perhaps ‘posing’, in Gable’s theory) as a steelworker in Germany; Gable 

was looking for evidence to confirm his suspicions.143 It is possible then to see 

Gable as bringing to Searchlight in 1964 an interest both in exposing links to 

Nazis and confronting the problem of racism in current British society. 

Levy and Sznaider suggested that the Holocaust became important to American 

political discourse in the 1960s because of its relevance to racism.144 Although 

the politics of race emerged comparatively more recently in Britain, and 
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particularly after the 1958 Notting Hill riots, the Holocaust was also beginning to 

resonate with British antifascist and anti-racist rhetoric in the 1960s. Searchlight 

connected the Holocaust to race hatred in Britain very directly. The newspaper 

presaged the antifascist campaigns of the 1970s, including the Anti-Nazi 

League’s opposition to far-right groups on the basis of their being both racist 

and fascist and its use of the ‘Never Again’ slogan to confront the ‘Nazi’ 

National Front (NF).145 

Conclusion 

The memory of the Holocaust was increasingly present in 1960s’ British 

antifascism. The Churchillian brand of antifascism began to brush up against an 

emerging variant of antifascism that referenced the Holocaust and sought to 

make the genocide resonate with contemporary anti-racism. The co-presence of 

these varieties of antifascism can be glimpsed in the courtroom testimony of 

activists. Some of these arrested antifascists presented fascism as an affront to 

the meaning and memory of the Second World War, in a way that echoed the 

types of appeal made immediately after the conflict’s end. Other activists, 

however, talked about familial experiences of Nazi persecution.  

At this transitional point, the Churchillian brand still dominated antifascist 

discourses, and, tellingly, formed the prevailing, patriotic form of antifascism 

among left-wing movements such as trade unions. Antifascism that derived 

more directly from Holocaust memory was nascent at this point. Its trajectory 

can be seen in the symbolism of the YSM, the first antifascist movement to 

demand racial harmony in the light of Holocaust memory. The YSM, however, 

stopped at the yellow star: it did not concern itself with the wealth of Holocaust 

imagery and symbolism that has come to convey the events which took place 

after the Nazis introduced the star badge following the invasion of Poland in 

September 1939. The YSM, in choice of symbolic imagery, stopped well short 

of the gates of Auschwitz. Later, however, the Searchlight newspaper would 

begin to present a more detailed exposition of the Holocaust but with the same 

urgent focus on the need to defeat both fascism and racism generally.  
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The presence of the Holocaust in the motivations, symbolism and discourse of 

British antifascists in the 1960s was overwhelming a product of reaction. The 

overt Nazism on display in Trafalgar Square, the assertion of Hitler’s ‘rightness’ 

in Nazi racial policies and the development of Holocaust denial in turn led to 

antifascists’ embrace of the yellow star and use of language related to the Nazi 

genocide. Thayer described how Jordan’s speech in Trafalgar Square signalled, 

‘the start of a four-hour riot...the crowd began to chant, “Belsen, Belsen, Belsen” 

and “Auschwitz, Auschwitz, Auschwitz”.146
 This reactive quality was in contrast 

to the proactive utilisation of the Holocaust by 1970s’ antifascists, where ‘Never 

Again!’ was part of an offensive that aimed to unmask the true ‘Nazi’ character 

of the NF.147 In the 1960s, British antifascist organisations often talked about 

the Holocaust when the far-right did, although individual hecklers tried to 

expose far-right leaders by bringing the Nazi genocide into play.  

The NSM rally in Trafalgar Square was remembered as a seminal moment 

when talking about the Holocaust really began for organised Jewish activists. 

Antifascists still lacked the confidence to wield the Holocaust aggressively and 

proactively, for a number of reasons. For the Board of Deputies, the traditional 

aversion to special pleading was a limiting factor. There was also recognition 

that Holocaust remembrance did not occupy a particularly strong position in 

wider society; antifascists could not expect to be bolstered from the mainstream 

by an established narrative that linked the far-right to the Nazi genocide. The 

Board was more worried about the antisemitic backlash that might be triggered 

by the Eichmann trial than hopeful that the proceedings would elevate the 

genocide decisively in national consciousness. However, Searchlight was 

figuratively linking fascists and racists to the Nazis from 1965, and the covert 

operations of the 62 Group in Brighton in 1971 were intended to expose the 

actual links between former Nazis and the contemporary British far-right.  

At the beginning of the decade, antifascism lacked a rhetorical framework 

linking it to the Holocaust. This framework would begin to be constructed 

around anti-racism as the 1960s progressed. Although individual activists 

remember the very present memory of the Holocaust in the 62 Group, this was 
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a movement that did not publicise its motivations or attempt to fuse them with a 

wider imperative. Certainly, the evidence of JACOB’s argument with the Board 

suggests the central importance of the Holocaust to the 62 Group’s motivations 

and how it justified its violence.  

The 62 Group, in its tactics and associations with Jewish antifascism, owed a 

debt to the 43 Group. 62 Group veterans such as Harry Bidney, Jules 

Konopinski and Monty Pincus had earlier been members of the 43 Group.148 

There were some differences between the two movements. Steve Silver has 

suggested that the 43 Group was more orientated towards the Left, despite 

official insistence on its apolitical nature. By the 1960s, the changing 

demography and socio-economic position of British Jews, including increasing 

wealth, assimilation into the middle class and migration away from the East End 

of London, had loosened Jewish antifascists’ links to the Left.149  

For Monty Goldman, a member of the CPGB in the 1960s, the 62 Group was 

less effective than its predecessor partly because it was not so ideological and 

lacked natural allies on the Left. Goldman also made a striking claim about the 

43 Group’s greater strength, motivations and militancy as a result of its closer 

proximity to the Holocaust: 

 You have to remember that the 43 Group were active just after the war and many 

 Jewish people had lost relatives in places like Belsen or Auschwitz so they were 

 outraged when the fascists reappeared...The 62 Group never had the benefit of that. 

 They were like the 43 Group in miniature. They played a part though.
150

 

In actuality, the official rhetoric of the 43 Group made little reference to the 

Holocaust, as Chapter 1 has demonstrated. Meanwhile, oral history interviews 

conducted with veterans of both movements often privilege the Holocaust as 

motivation for antifascism. That is, the 43 Group and 62 Group are equally 

remembered as having harnessed the raw feelings and indignation provoked by 

the perceived links between the British far-right and the Holocaust. The 

dissonance between memory and institutional archival materials is nearly as 
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marked for the 62 Group as for the 43 Group, with the exception of JACOB’s 

arguments with the Board over the question of the Holocaust. The 62 Group, as 

an expression of ‘pure antifascism’ was interested in smashing the fascists 

through overwhelming force rather than projecting the meaning of the 

Holocaust.  

In the 1960s, the Holocaust had immediacy both for fascists and antifascists. 

The genocide was much closer to the vanguard of fascist and antifascist action 

than it had been in the 1950s. The memory of the genocide was suggested by 

swastika graffiti, Nazi salutes and speeches in Trafalgar Square, and the yellow 

star pinned to antifascist lapels. For antifascists, the genocide at first was 

spectral and haunting: it triggered fear, anger and reprisal. As the decade went 

on, however, the Holocaust began to solidify in campaigns that had 

contemporary relevance. The yellow star campaign offered a kind of shelter in 

solidarity. JACOB, on the 62 Group’s behalf, urged a Holocaust-inspired 

resistance to British fascism. Searchlight applied the Holocaust in a much more 

direct and final way, rendering the genocide the once and future condemnation 

of all racism. 
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Conclusion 

This study has principally explored the extent to which the Holocaust 

represented a usable past for British antifascists in the period 1945-67. It has 

also engaged with antifascist activists’ recollections of their original motivations. 

Primarily, the study demonstrates that the Holocaust must be decentred from 

accounts which have assumed its natural, obvious relationship with British 

antifascism. To return to those bold claims set out in the Introduction: the 

opprobrium attached by antifascists to Mosley in 1945 in fact derived much 

more from his supposed untrustworthiness during the Second World War than 

the genocide; fascist revival was predominantly presented as audacious 

because it offended against cherished narratives of the war. This work 

represents a powerful warning against assumptions: antifascists have not 

always mobilised around the Holocaust and might not do so again. Sassoon 

was wrong: ‘never again!’ was not the 43 Group’s clarion call and antifascists 

have not always summoned the past to prevent a nightmarish fascist future. 

However, the study does not enable a holistic conclusion that pertains to the 

whole period. This has been an oxymoronic tale to a degree, full of absence of 

the genocide. But the Holocaust was never completely missing, across any of 

the decades in question. For transient periods and in selective contexts, 

antifascists did invoke the genocide, often in ways that closely approximate ‘the 

Holocaust’ as we understand it today. Before the Cold War, the Communist 

Party of Great Britain (CPGB) based an active appeal, both locally and 

nationally, on the Holocaust; at the same time, Trotskyist anti-establishment 

polemic deployed the genocide in increasingly provocative ways. Claudia Jones 

sought to shape black antifascist identity through analogy with Jewish 

experience; the Yellow Star Movement (YSM) united antifascists and anti-

racists around a symbol of Nazi antisemitic persecution. This has been a story 

of inconsistencies: a conclusion that in itself reveals the lack of a coherent, 

solidified presence of the Holocaust in antifascist rhetoric and memory cultures. 

But by repudiating assumptions we can start again: we come to see how a 

fragmented, protean and transient Holocaust consciousness accreted to a 

significant presence of the genocide in antifascism across the period. Historians 
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such as Renton and Macklin have argued for the importance of 1945-67 as an 

antechamber for later forms of fascism: the period can also be seen as one that 

incubated the germ of Holocaust remembrance for later antifascist cultivation. 

To begin with, antifascist discourse rarely diverged from prevailing national 

narratives, especially of the Second World War. Against Renton’s 

understanding, the Holocaust and the Blitz were not easily separable 

components in an antifascist consensus at the time of the first postwar fascist 

revival. Instead, antifascism was most heavily influenced by patriotism, 

collective war memory, Marxist analyses and, as Kushner argued, liberal 

ideology.734 Added to these factors, Anglo-Jewish appeals to ‘English tradition’ 

reveal how assimilationist tendencies militated against identification with ‘alien’ 

militant antifascism, as evidenced by the 43 Group’s virtual denial of its street-

level activism in On Guard. The Churchillian brand of antifascism was as 

pervasive on the Left as in Anglo-Jewish reactions; Trotskyists were freer of this 

strain then either the CPGB or the National Council for Civil Liberties (NCCL). 

Trade unions were still infused with patriotic antifascism when they confronted 

the swastika epidemic in 1959-60. However, the courtroom testimony of 

antifascists arrested in the 1960s whom justified their militancy through the 

Holocaust reveals that patriotic antifascism had lost its monopoly by that time. 

In this way, the study adds to our understanding of the nature of antifascism at 

this time, revealing it as not static but changeable and increasingly pluralistic.  

For the most part, antifascism presented as a reactive force that bent its 

strategies around fascist agendas and choice of victims. So, Henry Morris 

remembered confronting the prevailing antisemitic tropes of the day rather than 

the Holocaust memory he says inspired him to speak out against fascism in the 

first place. The Board of Deputies was at first relieved that the genocide had 

driven antisemitism ‘under cover’, rather than setting a proactive agenda around 

the Holocaust. This tendency towards reaction characterised the Board’s 

approach even at the time of the Eichmann trial, when it worried more about 

renewed antisemitism than the opportunities the trial offered for placing the 

British far-right in further disfavour. This study suggests that antifascists need to 
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consider the ways in which fascists have often dictated the terms of the debate, 

and whether the Holocaust should remain constantly primed in the antifascist 

arsenal despite the far-right’s downplaying of antisemitism in favour of 

Islamophobic or anti-migrant campaigns. The beginnings of a more confident 

proactive wielding of the Holocaust against fascists can be seen in this study, 

however, including in the rhetoric of the CPGB, Revolutionary Communist Party 

(RCP), West Indian Gazette and Afro-Caribbean News (WIG) and Searchlight, 

and in the performative violence of the 62 Group at the Royal Pavilion Hotel in 

1971. 

Apart from factors militating against references to the Holocaust, this study has 

revealed some isolated examples of active exclusion. The Board of Deputies 

directed that approaches to non-Jewish organisations in 1947 should stress 

fascism’s threat to democracy but omit antisemitism altogether; later it 

confronted the Jewish Aid Committee of Britain (JACOB) over that 

organisation’s demand for Holocaust-driven action. Much more often, however, 

we have seen how a wide variety of forces made the climate not conducive for 

deploying the Holocaust, denying it political space in an arena crowded with 

antipathetic tendencies. 

Anti-racism has had a variable impact on antifascist approaches to the 

Holocaust. The original anti-racism of the 43 Group and the Board obscured the 

Holocaust  – deliberately – as part of a universal appeal that displaced Jewish 

experience in favour of wider alliances. In the 1950s, both anti-racism and 

antifascism seemed to be leaving Jewish experience behind, providing further 

evidence of the way in which antifascists have responded to immediacies 

dictated by fascist choice of victims (and reminding us that antifascists are not 

necessarily historians with an eye on the ‘lessons’ of the past).  

There is not much evidence for the kind of dialogical relationship between anti-

racism, antifascism and Holocaust consciousness suggested by Rothberg’s 

idea of ‘multidirectional memory’. Again, however, such a relationship was 

nascent, albeit developing on the fringes of antifascist discourse and in a way 

that hoped to influence wider understandings. Trotskyist comparisons of Nazi 

conduct to British imperialist policies in India provided an early link between 
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decolonization campaigns and Holocaust memory. Claudia Jones tried to inject 

black people’s responses to fascism with an urgency derived from the 

Holocaust. One importance of this study lies in its showing how developments 

took place during this period, gradually linking anti-racism with Holocaust 

memory in organs such as WIG and Searchlight. These developments show 

that links between Jewish and black antifascism could be negotiated around 

Holocaust memory, acting as a positive counterpoint to the pessimistic idea of 

qualitative difference between antisemitism and anti-black racism set out by 

Fanon. Contrapuntally, the evidence demonstrates that we cannot assume a 

constant affinity between anti-racism and Holocaust remembrance. 

Postwar British antifascism has not always looked back to the period 1941-45 

and the Holocaust. Trade unions, for example, sometimes emphasised fascist 

oppression of their counterparts in Italy and Germany during the 1930s, while 

Olechnowicz noted the antifascist focus on condemning appeasement and the 

treachery of the ‘men of Munich’ in 1938. Particularly as ‘Antifa’ contracts to a 

left-wing, anti-capitalistic core, we cannot assume that the post-1941 era will 

remain a focal point of antifascist historical referencing or that there will not be a 

further ‘reversal of memory’ (with Lagrou in mind) that will at least re-emphasise 

the political victims of Nazism even if a return to the obscuration of ‘racial 

victims’ seems highly unlikely. Just as antifascist paradigms are undergoing 

current construction, so the prisms through which antifascists view the past can 

also be subject to readjustment. 

This study has presented a nuanced picture of the relationship between 

antifascism and the Holocaust. Despite rhetorical absences, some of the 

surveyed antifascism can be seen as a vehicle for Holocaust-driven activism but 

without its formal articulation. The 43 Group letterhead (‘It is better for us to die 

in battle than to behold the calamities of our Nation and Sanctuary’) points to an 

esoteric presence of the genocide at the very core of the Group’s being. In this 

way, the study adds to Hasia Diner’s arguments that whether Jewish 

antifascists used the language of universalism or particularism, areas of 

activism were unpinned by Holocaust consciousness.735  
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Kushner’s claim that the Holocaust resisted politicisation in the immediate 

postwar period has been contested by the evidence of antifascist campaigns 

built around its memory at that time.736 Mobilisation around the Holocaust was 

demanded by the CPGB: the concept of a Jewish tragedy distinct from the story 

of the wider Second World War was the basis of EP Thompson’s call for a ban 

on fascism, just as the NCCL used the ‘extermination of Jews and Slavs’ to 

point to fascism’s ultimate intentions. This study has, however, demonstrated 

the complexities involved in determining exactly when antifascists chose to 

deploy the Nazi genocide. The Board, among the organisations most keenly 

aware of the fate of European Jewry throughout the period, was still resisting a 

Holocaust-inspired political activism in the mid-1960s, when its aversion to 

special pleading contrasted to some of the concentration camp invocations 

made in parliament in support of the Race Relations Act 1965. The key point 

here is that in general, Holocaust-inspired antifascism lacked political space in 

an arena dominated by more established foci: patriotic war memory, left-wing 

anti-capitalist analyses and liberal Jewish reluctance to claim special privilege in 

fighting fascism, among others.  

Although the study finds a close approximation to ‘the Holocaust’ among its 

identified politicisations, there was a qualitative difference about this period from 

contemporary, twenty-first century understandings. The Holocaust was a closer 

event and a rawer memory for Anglo-Jewry at the time: this was a consideration 

in its exclusion from antifascist campaigns. The Board felt itself responsible for 

limiting further damage to the Jewish psyche and for ensuring the psychological 

health of future generations of Jews in Britain. As a responsible custodian it was 

most likely to see analogies as inappropriate and linkages as counter-

productive, such as when it insisted that neither Mosley nor Jordan should be 

seen as Hitler’s heirs. As the personal memory of the Holocaust fades, so 

antifascists might have less cause to consider any potentially negative effects of 

linking the contemporary British far-right back to the Holocaust. 

While the archives of the various antifascist organisations have been explored 

before, they have not been scrutinised at a deep level for evidence of the 
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Holocaust’s impact. Doing so has challenged assumptions about the genocide’s 

legacy for British antifascism and enabled this thesis to offer an original view on 

the topic. While Copsey and Renton considered antifascist motivations, they did 

so within wider studies that focused more on what antifascists did rather than 

what they mobilised around. Because of this, and despite some rather isolated 

observations on the Holocaust, neither author adequately confronted the idea 

that antifascism was infused with Holocaust consciousness. This has remained, 

until now, a central supposition in the historiography of British postwar 

antifascism. Copsey’s pluralistic approach to defining antifascism, however, has 

been built on in this study, facilitating its wide and comparative investigation of 

the presence of the Holocaust in various forms of antifascism. 

One limitation of this study connects to antifascist militancy. Some of the forms 

of antifascism considered here were not about the finer points of debate and so 

did not leave a substantial record, a factor recalled by Jules Konopinski’s 

determination not to wait around long enough to hear what the fascists had to 

say. Fist fights and smashing up fascist platforms were not conducive to 

‘Holocaust education’: we are reminded that raising awareness of the genocide 

is a modern pedagogical issue and not necessarily part of militant antifascism, 

then or now. Rhetorical linking of the Holocaust to antifascism was slow to 

develop – the transient campaigns of the pre-Cold War Left aside. Even the 

YSM identified symbolically with the genocide but produced no Holocaust-

related literature. Because antifascist organisations rarely gave voice to 

individual activists or, in the case of the 62 Group and YSM, published any 

literature, this study has had no archival basis for assessing what made people 

react violently to fascism. 43 Group veterans such as Konopinski and Wolf 

Wayne remembered their attraction to a physical, non-ideological form of 

antifascism, and it might well have been that the Group’s violence was the 

preferred vehicle for angry reactions to the Holocaust. However, other 

motivations for violence are also remembered, including emulation of 1930s’ 

antifascism, so that it is important not to conflate militant antifascism with 

‘getting their own back on Hitler’. Sometimes, the evidence allows a glimpse 

into the dissonance between organisational stances and the views of individual 
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members, as when the Board expressed its dismay about the ‘human element’ 

battling with Jordan’s Nazis in Trafalgar Square. 

This study has revealed a striking dissonance between oral history recollections 

which often privilege the Holocaust and the official, institutional archival 

materials which often omitted it. Ultimately, it is not possible to prove any 

particular explanation for this disparity. In this sense, ‘history’ and ‘memory’ 

never fully converge in this study. However, interviewing antifascist veterans 

has given voice to the activists, building on the work in this area by Renton, and 

has incontestably rounded out our understanding of how antifascism is 

explained and justified by its protagonists. If modern Holocaust commemoration 

has elevated the genocide in retrospective accounts, this demonstrates the 

active processes involved in activists’ coming to terms with their engagement 

with antifascism and their need to lend enduring meaning to that activism.  

A particularity of this research is that it does not seek out or enable a 

quantifiable study of the Holocaust’s impact on British antifascism. It does not 

reveal the extent to which invoking the Holocaust was measurably ‘successful’ 

or indeed, counterproductive in the fight against fascism. The study cannot 

assess whether antifascist use of the Holocaust, when it did occur, actually 

stopped fascists in their tracks. In this sense, the influence of the Holocaust on 

British antifascism means the influence on internal dynamics, political 

approaches and language production but not on any resulting, measurable 

political effects.  

A further limitation concerns the small number of newly-created oral history 

interviews and their concentration on antifascists of Jewish heritage. This could 

be seen as searching for the Holocaust where it is most likely to be found and 

then extrapolating on the basis of a limited study. This study anticipated this 

limitation and tried to address it through interrogating a greater number of left-

wing and liberal antifascist memories. Here, the study ran up against an 

established historiographical bias towards interwar antifascism. There are, for 

example, very few existing communist oral histories which share memories of 

postwar antifascism but a great many which recall Olympia and Cable Street 

from the 1930s – a fact which might attest to the focus of interviewers’ 
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questions. This study was unable to locate within its research time frame 

subjects for fresh oral histories of Left or other forms of antifascism to present 

another dimension to the evidence, and it is hoped that this recognition will be 

addressed via future research. 

It is possible to suggest a number of areas for future research. In particular, it 

would be interesting to explore the potential difference between organisational 

and individual antifascism by looking at the extent to which non-alignment 

meant that individuals approached the Holocaust differently. This suggests the 

need to consider individual antifascists such as Tom Driberg, Frederic Mullally, 

Hewlett Johnson and Denis Pritt. And because this study has such 

contemporary resonance in the light of current far-right advance, useful future 

work would extend the periodisation. This would allow exploration of the extent 

to which the Holocaust retains currency in the context of the far-right’s 

exploitation of Islamophobia, anti-refugee sentiment and other forms of 

prejudice. Another important area for future consideration concerns the extent 

to which the Holocaust galvanised a specific response from antifascist women 

in relation to the history of struggle for women’s emancipation.  

This study has considered a different type of Holocaust remembrance to that 

represented by national memorials and museums. This has been an 

investigation into ‘active remembrance’ – the concrete manifestation of 

Holocaust memory in British political life and, through the study’s cultural lens, 

the motivations of ‘ordinary people’. It has revealed the genocide’s 

reverberations in the nation’s political conversation. Konopinski remembered 

that the Holocaust was talked about ‘all the time’ within the 43 Group, but this 

study has shown that antifascists’ need to speak of the Holocaust has not 

always been constant.  
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