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Dear Friends, 

I have been asked many times ‘Why do 

we need to learn Hebrew and where do 

the script and language come from?’ ‘If 

God only speaks Hebrew how does He 

understand us?’ and ‘Why Hebrew?’  

The truth of the matter is that I have no 

definitive answers to any of those 

questions. Asking rabbis, Google or 

Yahoo or any of the other search engines 

would not or could not give me answers.  

By coincidence, something in which I do 

not believe, just this week I received my 

friend and colleague Rabbi Jeremy 

Rosen’s Blog, in which he mentions and 

recommends The Story of Hebrew by 

Lewis Glinert.  Whilst I have not yet read 

this book, I understand as Jeremy put it, 

that it is ‘an interesting, brilliant, 

informative, readable and enjoyable 

romp through the history of Hebrew 

from its earliest beginnings to the 

present day. It is a must-have for any 

thinking person's Jewish library.’ I will of 

course get this book but in the meantime, 

let me share some of my thoughts on 

those questions. 

We know from the Gezer Calendar (circa 

925 BCE) - Gezer being a town which was 

twenty miles west of Jerusalem - that the 

original script may have been Phoenician 

or paleo-Hebrew and slightly different 

from the square Assyrian script of the 

Babylonian Exile of 586 BCE which we 

use today. However, according to the 

Talmudic Tractate Megillah 2b, some of 

the letters may have been from well 

before that date, and that the carving of 

the Ten Commandments used the same 

script as is known today. 

So what about God’s language? I believe 

that God speaks other languages, and my 

reasoning is that the first word, ANOCHI 

- translated as ‘I’ in the Ten 

Commandments - is not Hebrew but an 

ancient Egyptian word. I learnt that the 

reason why He commenced with that 

word was to tell the Israelites that He 

understood them, knew where they came 

from and would be prepared to guide 

them to the Promised Land. We also 

know that some of our prayers are not in 

Hebrew but in Aramaic, a language 

spoken by Jews in the Persian Empire. 

The Torah was translated into Aramaic 

by Onkelos, a Roman national, who 

converted to Judaism and who lived in 

the second Century CE. Also, the 

Kaddish prayer, which we recite at 

funerals and on anniversaries of death 

was written in Aramaic, and so we have 

indirectly been given permission to recite 

our prayers in the vernacular. Something 

like 200 years ago, Reform Jews started 

to pray in German, English and other 

languages. For example, well before the 

so-called Pittsburgh Platform of 1885, 

American Reform Jews were ready to 

abandon Hebrew as the language of 

prayer and to conduct services almost 

entirely in English, with English hymns 

sung by the choir.  

Fortunately, the eighteen rabbis who 

convened the Pittsburgh Conference, 

though it remained unofficial, still spoke 

of the importance of Hebrew. 

Whilst I am glad that we pray in Hebrew 

and English I am also glad that we have 

not abandoned Hebrew, as that would 

have severed our connection with the 

past - and of course Hebrew maintains a 

link with our fellow Jews in Israel and 

around the world.  

It is therefore important at least to learn 

to read Hebrew, though of course 

understanding it is also important. As we 

have just celebrated Israel’s Birthday, 

and more recently remembered the 

giving of the Ten Commandments -

through the Festival of Shavuot - we are 

also, through Hebrew, reiterating our 

links to our ancient land, its language, its 

history and the Bible itself.  

Knowing a language means also knowing 

the people better and connecting with 

them through their culture and history. 

The more languages we know, the closer 

we are to other people and nations.  

Knowing more means less violence and 

more understanding and gives us an 

appreciation of who we are as individuals 

and as a people.  So, when you go on your 

travels this summer, try to learn about 

the folk whose countries you visit, 

connect with them and appreciate their 

way of life.   

When we say in our prayers that God 

knows all our secrets, whether they are in 

the open or hidden, we can assume that 

God speaks our and other people’s 

languages and of course ‘God knows and 

understands’. I do not know why or how 

God spoke the Hebrew of our Bible, save 

that perhaps the Hebrews heard him first 

and recorded His words in their 

language. 

I wish you a pleasant  summer holiday 

and I look forward to seeing you 

refreshed and re-energised, 

B’Shalom. 

 

 

 

 

Rabbi Thomas 
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We do not often connect Jews with the 

glamorous, though very dangerous, world 

of counter espionage.  One of the greatest 

was undoubtedly Col. Ewen Montagu 

who planned and executed the project 

later known as The Man Who Never Was.  

Perhaps because of the Jewish penchant 

for plots, puzzles and conspiracy – many 

Jews were involved in the cipher 

headquarters at Bletchley Park – it is not 

surprising that others played a vital part 

during World War II in protecting Britain 

from invasion and supporting her allies in 

the fight against Germany. 

One who is less known, though his work 

was just as vital to the war effort, was Leo 

Marks.  He was the son of the antiquarian 

bookseller Ben Marks, who achieved fame 

as the owner of the bookshop at 84 

Charing Cross Road, when Helen Hanff 

published the wartime letters exchanged 

between herself and the shop.  Young Leo 

loved to help out at the shop, where his 

father, like many booksellers, entered a 

pricing code in his books, a code which 

Leo solved at the age of eight.  He went to 

St. Paul’s School, where he showed 

considerable intelligence but little 

attention to his studies. 

Marks was called up in 1942 and took a 

decoding course at Bedford.  Instead of 

going on to Bletchley Park, where most of 

his fellows coders were sent,  his dislike 

of obeying orders led the authorities to 

enrol him with the Special Operations 

Executive (SOE) at their offices in Baker 

Street.   Marks & Spencer allowed their 

headquarters, Michael House, to be used, 

and wrongly assumed that Leo was 

related to Sir Simon Marks, the head of 

the business, so meriting special 

treatment.  His helpers were also 

provided with some of M & S’s special 

cakes.  He was soon appointed as head of 

the Codes and Ciphers Department, 

tasked with keeping contact with Britain’s 

agents on the continent, whose messages 

back to England were vital in the support 

of the work of the resistance movements.  

When Marks joined the department he 

found the coding systems insecure and 

easily broken by the enemy.  Agents used  

double transposition codes, usually based 

on a poem known to headquarters and to 

the men and women in the field.  

However, these poems were frequently 

also familiar to the Germans and could 

easily be unravelled, or in the worst of 

cases revealed when agents were 

captured and tortured.  Marks conceived 

the idea of writing his own poems for 

them which could not be known by the 

Germans.  The most famous is one he 

wrote for the agent Violette Szabo, killed 

by the Gestapo, and it appears in the film 

about her, Carve Her Name with Pride.   

   

    The life that I have 

    Is all that I have 

    And the life that I have 

    Is  yours. 

 
   The love that I have 

   Of the life that I have 

   Is yours and yours and yours. 

 

   A sleep I shall have 

   A rest I shall have 

  Yet death will be but a pause. 

    

  For the peace of my years 

  In the long green grass 

  Will be yours and yours and     

yours. 

 

This particular poem was written in 

memory of Ruth, daughter of Sir Charles 

Hambro, Head  of SOE, who was killed in 

an air accident.  The poem is often 

included in poetry anthologies. 

Leo Marks wrote his autobiography 

Between Silk and Cyanide which was 

published in 1958, though even thirteen 

years after the war had ended, he ran into 

problems with censorship, and certain 

passages were cut out.  However, it is a 

very amusing account of his wartime 

experiences, and many of the participants 

in SOE appear in its pages.  Those who 

are familiar with stories of the resistance 

will recognise such distinguished names 

as Odette and Peter Churchill,  ‘Tommy’ 

Yeo-Thomas (the White Rabbit), Col. 

Maurice Buckmaster who ran many of the 

agents from London, Noor Inayat Khan, 

the Indian girl eventually killed at 

Dachau, and many others. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Leo Marks was too much of a 

nonconformist to knuckle down easily to 

military command.  He frequently found 

himself at odds with those superior to 

him in rank (he was a 2nd Lieutenant 

when he joined the service) and his 

Jewishness led to some suspicion as to 

where his loyalties lay.  But he was a great 

favourite with the girls working on 

decoding at SOE’s unit at Grendon 

Underwood, where Grendon Hall became 

Station 53.  The ‘Grendon Girls’, some of 

them very young, were all recruited from 

the FANY’s (First Aid Nursing 

Yeomanry);  they were chosen for their 

personality, their love of music and their 

ability to solve crosswords – Marks 

himself was often the composer of The 

Times crossword.   When he asked the 

girls to compose their own poems for the 

agents, they came up with something so 

scurrilous that, as Marks puts it in his 

book, it was ‘a sample of hard-core 

pornography that Marks and Co. (his 

father’s shop) would have hidden in a 

glass case on the fourth floor, surrounded 

by Bibles.’ 

Senior officers and members of the 

government enjoyed visiting their 

eccentric Head of Codes as he could 

usually offer them smoked salmon 
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sandwiches made by his mother.  He lived 

with his parents in a block of flats in the 

Edgware Road.  He never told them about 

his war work, preferring to let them 

believe he was a clerk in the Ministry of 

Labour, though his odd hours of working 

should have given the game away.  

Sometimes he got home after midnight, 

or in times of great stress, not at all.  His 

sense of humour was known throughout 

the building and beyond.  One 

distinguished general, visiting SOE, 

nearly sacked him for insubordination, 

but the smoked salmon sandwiches seem 

to have done the trick.  Yeo Thomas 

(Tommy) became one of his closest 

friends and was always presented with a 

large cigar whenever he visited Baker 

Street.  When he was captured by the 

Germans, Marks kept a cigar in his desk, 

ready for Tommy’s return.  He did return, 

escaping from Buchenwald and reaching 

SOE headquarters - where he was 

rewarded with the cigar! 

The messages from agents working for 

the Resistance in France, Holland, 

Belgium and Norway were all channelled 

through Baker Street and Marks was soon 

able to distinguish their various 

characteristics, writing styles and 

language personalities, whatever their 

native tongue.  He insisted that no 

messages could be labelled 

‘indecipherable’, however long it might 

take to decode.  The senders were of 

course governed by total secrecy and their 

recognised times for transmission were 

often very short.  ‘Indecipherables’ meant 

resending, with the inevitable further 

danger.  They might also use deliberate 

mistakes when transmitting to indicate 

that they had been discovered and that 

their radios were under Nazi control.  The 

Morse code used was also subject to 

distortion, and always at the back of his 

work, Marks was aware of the vital 

importance to his superiors that they 

received news from the occupied 

territories of what was going on.  It was 

essential that when the time came for an 

invasion of Europe, the allied armies 

should be able to liaise with resistance 

groups across the continent. 

A top secret plan in 1943 to sabotage the 

heavy water factory at Vemork in Norway 

– later made into the film The Heroes of 

Telemark with Kirk Douglas –  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

necessitated the training by Marks of a 

Norwegian group of resistance fighters 

who were flown into London for special 

coding instruction.  The heavy water was 

needed by the Germans for work on an 

atomic bomb, and its destruction was 

vital to the war effort.  After several false 

starts - due to bad weather, not coding 

problems - the operation succeeded, 

thanks in large part to Marks’s training of 

the Norwegians. 

As the war continued, Marks’s somewhat 

eccentric personality often clashed with 

those who seldom understood either the 

vital part he was playing or the methods 

he used.  He was always afraid of being 

taken off the job, knowing that no-one 

else could do it.  These differences of 

opinion led to one of SOE’s most tragic 

errors.  Marks suspected that the Dutch 

Section messages coming through to him 

were being controlled by the Germans, 

that they had penetrated the network and 

were controlling the transmitters.  He was 

aware that no Dutch messages were ever 

‘indecipherable’, a fault common to all 

other sections.  This he felt was due to 

German control, but his superiors refused 

to believe him.    He was right and some 

fifty Dutch agents were captured and 

killed as a result.   He then decided to use 

one-off codes printed on silk which could  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

be burnt by the agents without their 

remembering the content if they were 

caught.   The cyanide in the title of his 

book referred to the poison pill issued to 

all agents to use if necessary. 

At the end of the war, Marks was offered 

a job with MI5 but declined, feeling 

perhaps that he was too much of an 

eccentric to fit in to such an organisation.  

He was awarded an OBE in 1946, and 

began a new career as film writer and 

playwright.  Much of his writing was 

concerned with coding and the work of 

agents in the field, but his psychological 

thrillers – Peeping Tom about a 

psychopath who filmed his victims and 

Twisted Nerve about a killer – gained 

him notoriety of an unwelcome form.  In 

fact Peeping Tom, directed by Michael 

Powell, virtually ended Powell’s career in 

the film industry.  Nevertheless Marks 

was highly respected for his work in 

cinema and his always delightful voice 

was used for the part of Satan in Martin 

Scorsese’s The Last Temptation of Christ. 

Marks refused to take over 84 Charing 

Cross Road when his father died and 

continued writing plays though few were 

held in much esteem by critics.  In 1965 

he married the painter Elena Gaussen, 

daughter of a naval surgeon.  They had no 

children and were divorced in 2000.  

Marks died a year later from cancer.   

The Daily Telegraph obituary said,  ‘He 

was good company, enjoyed showing that 

he knew more than he said, but kept 

secrets as well as any man. Though a 

natural cynic, he was also a romantic.’  He 

was not an observant Jew, indeed he 

called himself an atheist, but he never 

forgot his Jewish roots or refused to 

acknowledge them. 

Philippa Bernard 
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The mention in the January 2017 issue of 

the Westminster Quarterly of the part 

played by the Association of Jewish Ex-

servicemen and Women (AJEX) in dealing 

with the ‘right wing thugs’ immediately 

after the end of the war deserves to be 

expanded, for I and my close friend Leo 

Bernard, the late husband of Philippa, 

were very much involved. 

Some who read this may remember that 

Leo was a founder member in 1957 of The 

New London Jewish Congregation, as we 

were called initially, worshipping in 

Caxton Hall Westminster until heaven 

smiled upon us in 1960 when we found 

Kent House and, miraculously, the money 

with which to buy it.   We then became 

Westminster Synagogue.  Leo was one of 

the first three wardens, then joint 

treasurer, then chairman.   From time to 

time he gave splendid sermons which he 

modestly called ‘talks’, always a reflection 

of his immense learning, whilst his 

memoir of our beloved founder minister 

Rabbi Harold Reinhart included in the 

Harold Reinhart 1891-1969 A Memorial 

Volume is a wonderful tribute resulting 

from much careful research and thought.   

It may be recalled that I, too, was a 

founder member: the first treasurer, then 

chairman, then president.  

During the war Leo and I had both 

experienced exciting, if perilous, years in 

the armed services.   Leo, a Royal Marines 

commando, had landed on Sword beach in 

Normandy on D-Day, 6 June 1944, taking 

part in that remarkable but costly feat of 

arms, the return of the allied armies some 

four years after their extraordinary escape 

from Dunkirk in 1940.  A parachutist, 

although sometimes going in by glider 

instead of jumping, I had served in North 

Africa, Sicily, Italy, Holland, Norway and 

India.   Neither of us found the return to 

civilian life a happy occasion, for we had 

grown to young manhood in the services 

and we had become used to the uplifting 

esprit de corps which sprang from 

comradeship in a common cause, the 

defeat of the Nazis and their allies. No 

roots, no interests, no zest for living, we 

were certainly not aching to continue the 

fight against the fascists, but when they 

reappeared as The Union Movement, Leo 

and I felt that regardless of the effort that 

would be required we just had to join with 

several others in AJEX to do what we 

could to counter the fascist poisonous    

anti-Semitic propaganda which was being 

spread in 1947. 

 

First, we had in pairs to attend a fascist 

meeting in London’s Bethnal Green, where 

I handed out anti-fascist leaflets, and Leo 

watched my back ready to come to my aid 

if need be. The crowd was sometimes a bit 

menacing, but there was never any real 

trouble. Had there been trouble we got the 

impression that the police officers 

standing at the rear of the crowd would 

have looked the other way, but perhaps we 

were doing them an injustice in thinking 

such thoughts. It was in Bethnal Green 

that we first saw the AJEX platform 

manned. One Sunday morning there was 

Bernard Gillis, at that time the chairman 

of AJEX and a distinguished barrister (he 

later became a High Court judge), talking 

to the air. There was no audience at all.   

Eventually someone passed by and made a 

remark, friendly or unfriendly, it made no 

difference, and before you knew where you 

were an audience appeared as if by magic. 

Next, because we were not trained orators 

we had to learn how to speak from the 

AJEX platform which bore a sign saying 

`Association of Jewish Ex-Servicemen to 

Combat Fascism and Anti-Semitism’. That 

meant attending weekly classes at Woburn 

House in London held by Major Lionel 

Rose who had served in the army, I think 

as an intelligence officer. We soon learned 

the tricks of the trade. `What do you want 

your audience to go away thinking’ was 

one of Lionel Rose’s telling arguments, 

and he taught us how to receive an 

antagonistic question, answer it and turn 

it against the questioner. He was a 

marvellous teacher, and his own words 

spoken on the outdoor platform were a 

delight to hear. 

Leo and I were by no means the only ones 

learning to speak on the outdoor platform. 

There were David Cohen, Henry 

Bernstein, Maurice Goodrich, Cecil 

Hyams, Jessica Kemper*, Henry Morris 

and several other ex-servicemen and 

women; and we learned, too, how to speak 

indoors, which required quite a different 

technique, some of us graduating to 

acceptance by the Central Jewish      

Lecture Committee, which sent people to 

speak at various functions all over the 

country, but I think I spoke only from the 

outdoor platform. 

Speakers’ Corner at Hyde Park was a 

much easier place to speak at than the east 

end of London. All sorts of lunatics 

spouted at Speakers’ Corner, not just us. 

One embarrassment was the nearby 

platform of what was called the Jewish 

Legion, manned by a Major Weiser who 

looked rather like Adolf Hitler and ranted 

away in much the same way as the Nazis, 

but aggressively in support of everything 

Jewish.   Another embarrassment was the 

much publicised news of the action by 

Jewish terrorists in Palestine as retaliation 
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for similar atrocities by the British army, 

the State of Israel not yet having been 

formed: to that we in AJEX had 

unhappily to respond as best we could. 

Leo and I decided that before mounting 

the AJEX platform we had to build some 

self-confidence, so we took ourselves out 

into the country somewhere by 

Greenline Bus, for neither of us had cars, 

and found a spot where we could 

practise what we were going to say from 

the platform because, even if questions 

and answers eventually took over our 

meeting, one had to be prepared to start 

off with something.   I remember that I 

had decided to begin in this manner :- 

As I was coming here today I read the 

slogan on the side of the top of a bus, 

saying `Work, not Want….’ 

I am now not sure how I developed my 

speech from that starting point, but 

whatever it was I shouted it out to Leo 

who was standing a hundred yards or so 

away from me; and then he did the same 

with his chosen address.    

We both spoke many times at Hyde 

Park, sometimes Sunday after Sunday, 

and occasionally we would speak 

elsewhere.   Once, I think it was in 

Derby, Leo was pushed off the platform 

by an angry audience.*   Did our efforts 

do any good?   My dear father used to 

question  whether they  did, but  I  

believe we  were rendering  a vital  

service to  the community as a whole, 

and particularly the Jewish community.    

As the Union Movement speakers were 

so audacious in giving voice to their 

vicious anti-Semitism just after the 

catastrophe of the world war which had 

been caused by the Nazis, to say nothing 

of the Holocaust, the least we could do 

was to respond.   Of course Sir Oswald 

Mosley, released from his war-time 

internment, was still the head of the 

fascist movement but we only saw him 

put in an appearance once, in the East 

End, heavily attended by mounted police 

so as to discourage violence from the 

opposition. His principal henchman, 

Jeffrey Hamm, looked a bit like me some 

people said, which was not very pleasing.  

I think the campaign against the fascists 

must have been drawing to a close at the 

beginning of 1951, probably because the 

enemy were becoming inactive.  Anyway, 

it was on 28th March of that year that  

certificates were awarded to both Leo 

and me by the president of the Board of 

Deputies of British Jews and the 

national chairman of the Association of 

Jewish Ex-Servicemen and Women ‘in 

recognition of Outstanding Service in 

the Fight against Fascism and Anti-

Semitism on the Outdoor Speakers’ 

Platform’. 

So ends this record of troublesome 

years.   May they never reoccur.  

Lewis Golden 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* One of  Leo Bernard’s companions 

that day, was Jessica Kemper  whose 

nylon stockings were laddered in the 

fracas.  A few days later, she was 

thrilled to receive a  whole box  of 

replacements from Marks & Spencer! 

7 

 

 

Lewis Golden and Leo Bernard 

 

The 

Sayings of  

the Rabbis 

 

 

 

The First Temple was destroyed because 

of the sins of idolatry, harlotry and 

murder.  The second because of 

groundless hatred. This teaches us that 

groundless hatred is a sin that weighs as 

heavily as idolatry, harlotry and murder. 

 

 

 

 

 

Happy the generation where the great 

listen to the small, for then it follows 

obviously that in such a generation the 

small will listen to the great. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If A asks B, ‘Lend me your scythe,’ and B 

refuses, and next day B says to A, ‘Lend 

me your spade,’ and A replies, ‘I will not, 

even as you refused to lend me your 

scythe,’ that is revenge, which the Law 

forbids.  If A says to B, ‘Lend me your 

spade,’ and B refuses and next day B says 

to A, ‘Lend me your scythe,’ and A replies, 

’Here it is;  I am not like you who would 

not lend me your spade,’ that is bearing a 

grudge, which is also forbidden. 
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The famous traditional Jewish dish is 

called Chamin. It consists of meat and 

beans.  Prepared on Friday, cooked 

slowly and left on a hot plate it is ready 

to be eaten hot on Shabbat.  

Chamin is mentioned in the Mishnah in 

the tractate of Shabbat.  The word 

means hot and it appears in the 

Mishnah in the plural form, ending 

with final Hebrew letter nun. This word 

has been used with a final nun since the 

days of the Mishnah, unlike the usual 

Hebrew form of plural, ending with a 

mem -  such as Chagim and Shanim.  

In Eastern Europe the Jews used the 

Yiddish word Chulent to name this dish. 

The word Chulent is similar to the word 

chaud in French and caldo in Italian.  

There is really no need to use the word 

Chulent, as we have the perfect Hebrew 

word Chamin from the days of the 

Mishnah to describe this hot dish.  

 

    

Ilana Alexander 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After months of negotiation with the authorities, a Talmudist from Odessa was finally 

granted permission to visit Moscow. He boarded the train and found an empty seat.         

At the next stop, a young man got on and sat next to him.  The scholar looked at the 

young man and he thought: this fellow doesn't look like a peasant, so if he is no peasant 

he probably comes from this district. If he comes from this district, then he must be 

Jewish because this is, after all, a Jewish district. 

 

But on the other hand.. .since he is a Jew, where could he be going?  I'm the only Jew in 

our district who has permission to travel to Moscow.  Ahh, wait! Just outside Moscow 

there is a little village called Samvet, and Jews don't need special permission to go to 

Samvet. … but why would he travel to Samvet? 

 

He is surely going to visit one of the Jewish families there.  But how many Jewish 

families are there in Samvet?  Aha, only two - the Bernsteins and the Steinbergs.  But 

since the Bernsteins are a terrible family ... so such a nice looking fellow like him, he 

must be visiting the Steinbergs. 

 

But why is he going to the Steinbergs in Samvet?  The Steinbergs have only daughters, 

two of them … so maybe he's their son-in-law?  But if he is, then which daughter did he 

marry?   

They say that Sarah Steinberg married a nice lawyer from Budapest, and Esther 

married a businessman from Zhitomer.    So he must be Sarah’s husband ...                            

which means that his name is Alexander Cohen, if I'm not mistaken.  But if he came 

from Budapest - with all the anti-Semitism they have there, he must have changed his 

name. 

 

What's the Hungarian equivalent of Cohen?   Ah, yes - it is Kovacs.  But since they 

allowed him to change his name, he must have special status to change it. What could it 

be?  Must be a doctorate from the University ... nothing less would do. 

 

At this point, therefore, the scholar of Talmud turned to the young man and said, ‘And 

how do you do, Dr. Kovacs?’ 

 

‘Very well, thank you, sir, for asking,’ answered the startled young man, ‘But how is it 

that you know my name although we have never met - or so it seems to me?’ 

 

Replied the Talmudist,  ‘It was obvious.’ 

 

 

Hebrew Corner 

The Talmudist -  or the use of Logic 

Incidentally 
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The Pact of Omar 

Caliph Omar ibn Khattab 
The doors of non-
Muslim houses had to 
be short enough for the 
occupants to bend each 
time they entered, to 
remind them of their 
low status in the world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At a time when the Jews view Islam as 

their greatest enemy, and Muslims’ 

attitude to Judaism varies from wariness 

to hatred, it may be appropriate to recall a 

time, near the beginning of Islam’s 

history, when the Caliph Omar drew up a 

set of rules for the way of life of all those 

who did not subscribe to the ethic of 

Mohammed.  It is said that the Pact was 

drawn up when Jerusalem was under 

threat, in return for the Christians giving 

up the city.  He granted protection to 

them under certain conditions, which 

were extended to the Jews.  

The Pact of Omar (sometimes Umar) was 

a system of rights and restrictions on all 

non-Moslems, Jews as well as Christians, 

in return for which they would be 

permitted to live securely and without 

oppression.  The dhimmis were those 

peoples of the book, other than Muslims, 

who lived in Muslim lands and had 

special dispensations.  If they converted 

to Islam they could then claim equal 

status, could enlist in the army and fight 

alongside their Muslim brothers.  The 

historical truth of the Pact is disputed 

among scholars, some of whom believe 

that it is a later invention to show Caliph 

Omar in a better light as regards the other 

peoples of the Middle East, though some 

of the more humiliating clauses in the 

Pact are not entirely beneficial for the 

Jews or the Christians. 

Nevertheless, it is interesting to review 

the essentials of the Pact in view of what 

was considered important both to the 

Muslims of Omar’s time and to the 

dhimmis whom it affected.  Inevitable 

comparisons with other non-Jewish 

legislation such as that of the Third Reich 

show a degree of toleration unusual for 

the time. 

The clauses actually relating to Jewish 

and Christian religious affairs include a 

prohibition against creating any new 

church or synagogue, or rebuilding any 

which were damaged if they were located 

with a Muslim quarter.  Any non-Muslim 

place of worship had to be lower than the 

lowest mosque in the town.  The same 

applied to the houses.  Christians could 

not hang a cross on their place of worship 

and both Jews and Christians had to call 

their worshippers to prayer by a bell or 

gong which should be of low volume.  

This applied too to their voices of prayer 

which should not be raised.  Non-Muslim 

children should not be taught the Koran, 

and symbols of religion should not be 

shown in public.  Strangely, Muslims were 

allowed to enter churches or synagogues 

at any time for shelter.  There should be 

no parades on Easter or Palm Sunday. 

Funerals were to be conducted quietly. 

It seems clear that many of the orders 

were to prevent too close an association 

between Muslims and non-Muslims.  

They could not buried close to each other 

and must show deference, even giving up 

a seat to a Muslim, if there was no other 

empty.  The importance of allowing 

conversion to Islam was stressed;  this 

was never to be prevented nor was it 

permitted to preach ideas on leaving 

Islam.  It was forbidden to tell lies about 

Muslims, nor should Christians provide 

shelter for spies working against the 

Faith. 

When it came to the conduct of the daily 

lives of the dhimmis, the instructions 

were very specific.   

Regarding food, pigs must not be raised 

near Muslim neighbours (unlikely to 

trouble the Jews), and Christians should 

not sell alcoholic liquor to Muslims.  

Clothes for non-Muslims must not 

resemble those worn by Muslims.  This 

included the Bedouin sash, turban and 

special shoes, and there were special 

instructions for hair styles so that these 

did not resemble the Muslim fashion.  

Indeed, Jews and Christians should be 

clearly identifiable in public, Christians in 

blue belts or turbans and those of the 

Jews in yellow. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spare-time activities forbade riding a 

horse in the Muslim style and a saddle 

could not be used.  Muslims could not be 

employed in the houses of Christians or 

Jews, nor could slaves intended for 

Muslims.  If a Muslim should pass by he 

must be welcomed and fed for three days.   

No wine should be drunk in public  nor 

any weapons carried.  A special poll-tax 

was levied on all non-Muslims - who 

could not hold public offices, nor have 

intercourse with Muslim women.  The 

doors of non-Muslim houses had to be 

short enough for the occupants to bend 

each time they entered, to remind them of 

their low status in the world. 

These restrictions may seem harsh, but in 

return for their obedience, the Jews and 

Christians of Omar’s extensive territories 

were left in peace, to carry on their work, 

worship as they wished and live where 

they liked. 

 

Philippa Bernard 
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In 1851 two small shops were leased by 

Moses Moses near the Covent Garden 

fruit and vegetable market.  From there 

he sold second-hand clothing.  His motto 

was ‘Sell only the best stuff – Give only 

the best service’.  He did so well with his 

business that in 1881 he moved into 

larger premises a few hundred yards 

away in King Street and he dropped the 

‘e’ from his surname. He bought spare 

suits and remnants from various Savile 

Row tailors, and he employed 

independent tailors to turn these into 

clothes.  Until that time ready-to-wear 

had not existed for the ‘man about town.’  

But bespoke tailoring was becoming very 

expensive and some smart people were 

prepared to buy ‘off the peg’.  The 

company ceased dealing in second-hand 

clothes many years later when the quality 

of dead men’s wardrobes had declined 

too far still to be valuable. 

By the time that Moses Moss died in 

1894 his enterprise was a thriving 

concern.  He left it to two of his five sons, 

Alfred and George, whose talents 

complemented each other’s.  Alfred was a 

clever clothes buyer while George was a 

talented tailor and cutter.  Another son, 

Lewis, became a salesman for the 

company.  

In 1897, something occurred which set 

the pattern for the future in an 

extraordinary way.  Alfred had a friend, 

one Charles Pond, who was rich but 

eccentric – a stockbroker and a talented 

amateur actor.  Pond had managed to 

lose most of his money and was obliged 

to perform at soirées in the homes of the 

more wealthy Londoners in order to  

remain solvent.  Of course, he needed to 

be well turned-out, so he persuaded 

Alfred to lend him the fine clothes that 

he needed for these occasions.  After a 

while, Alfred became irritated at lending 

his own garments and told Pond that it 

was about time that he at least paid 

something for the clothes, so a fee of 

seven shillings and sixpence per hire was 

agreed.  From this grew the Moss Bros 

Hire service. 

In 1898, the King Street shop was rebuilt 

and the name Moss Bros appeared on the 

façade.  George’s son, Harry, joined the 

firm in 1909 at the tender age of thirteen.  

He became a director in 1921 when he 

was just twenty-five.  He was destined to 

become the Guv’nor after his Uncle 

Alfred. 

Then came another piece of luck.  After 

the Boer War, tucked away in a cupboard 

in the King Street store was discovered a 

collection of army oddments.  By chance 

in 1910 an assistant named Martin, who 

was accustomed to serving military men 

with their ‘civvies’, successfully kitted out 

two officers in military frockcoats and 

later found the perfect uniform for 

another officer from Ireland.  This 

soldier was so pleased that he 

recommended Moss Bros to all his 

friends.  ‘At this rate,’ said Martin, ‘we'll 

not be needing a cupboard but a 

complete department!’  And so the 

Military Department was born.  At the 

outbreak of World War One in 1914,  

newly-commissioned officers descended 

on King Street for their uniforms.  The 

pressure on staff was enormous, with 

some sleeping on piles of clothing after 

exhausting fifteen-hour days! 

During the 1920’s, mass-production of 

cars was in its infancy so horses were still 

important, particularly in the 

countryside.  Moss Bros was already well 

known for riding outfits, so it was a 

natural progression to add a Saddlery 

Department in the basement at King 

Street.  The advent of show-jumping on 

television brought horse-riding to a 

wider audience.  Many children, 

especially girls, longed to be the next Pat 

Smythe, and parents came to Moss Bros 

to ensure that their offspring were 

appropriately attired. 

In 1924, King George V insisted that 

Ramsay MacDonald's new Labour 

Government dressed correctly at court.  

Ministers were happy to wear a uniform 

rather than comical knee breeches, but 

were worried about the cost.  The 

company was justifiably proud when the 

King's Private Secretary suggested that 

second-hand 'levee' dress could be had at 

Moss Bros for just £30 complete! 

With the outbreak of World War Two in 

September 1939, most of the Hire 

Department went into storage, and once 

again the Military Department came into 

its own.  The priority was to set up 

provincial outlets.  Following branches in 

Manchester, Edinburgh, York and Bristol 

in 1939, Moss Bros opened the following 

year in Portsmouth with the naval 

business in mind.  However, within just a 

few days, the first bombs on Portsmouth 

landed on the store.  Undeterred, 

Company Secretary John Russell found a 

wooden hut which he somehow 

persuaded the Navy to tow across the 

harbour.  The hut was erected outside  
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The Story of           
Moss Bros. 

Moses Moses 

Ministers were happy 
to wear a uniform 
rather than comical 
knee breeches, but 
were worried about 
the cost 



 

 

Portsmouth dockyard and continued to  

do brisk business well into peacetime. 

Another landmark was reached in 1947 

when Moss Bros became a public 

company.  The Moss family, some of 

whom were members of West London 

Synagogue, maintained a controlling 

interest.  By this time the company was 

advertising itself as the 'complete man's 

store'. However, women customers - 

buying and hiring such items as riding kit 

and ski outfits - now accounted for a 

bigger share of the business, so a Women's 

Department was opened and it proved 

popular.  With clothes rationing still in 

force, a Women's Hire Service was added - 

for everything from evening dresses and 

gloves, to bags and even mink coats, plus 

entire outfits for brides and bridesmaids. 

Several major events of the 1950’s brought 

society to Moss Bros.  The funeral of King 

George VI, followed by the coronation of 

Queen Elizabeth II in 1953, were two of 

the biggest occasions in the history of the 

company.  The joke going around at the 

height of the Moss Bros era was that when 

Harry Moss attended Royal Ascot he was 

stocktaking!  But, as with any family, 

triumph was intertwined with tragedy.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The sudden death from polio of Alfred's 

younger son, Graham, in 1952 was a shock 

to the family.  ‘A truly dreadful blow,’ 

declared Harry Moss, ‘in particular since 

Graham had the makings of another 

Alfred Moss.’  Fortunately, Alfred's elder 

son Basil and his cousin, Monty, were 

already well established in the company. 

As the decade ended, Moss Bros embarked 

on major development at King Street.  An 

ambitious expansion took the store further 

around the corner into Bedford Street.  By 

this time, the company was catering for all 

the family - men, women and children.  

The 'swinging 60s' produced steady 

growth with Harry Moss at the helm, and 

within another decade Moss Bros had 

grown to forty stores nationwide. 

Monty Moss, who died in 2014 aged 90, 

was the fourth-generation chairman of 

Moss Bros, and a strict arbiter of sartorial 

correctness.  ‘No man is ever smart if he 

does not show half an inch of shirt cuff’, he 

declared, railing against the decline of 

grooming and the advance of casualness.  

As for hipster trousers, they were 

‘hopeless… nothing looks worse than a gap 

between the top of the trousers and the 

bottom of the waistcoat, particularly with 

a pot belly.’  Tucking the tie into the 

waistband was a still greater offence.  

Young Monty was put to work as a lift-boy 

in King Street before being dispatched to 

Harrow in 1938.  Shortly after arriving at 

New College, Oxford he was called up and 

commissioned in the King’s Royal Rifle 

Corps, rising to the rank of captain.  He 

was demobilised and joined Moss Bros in 

1947. There, he was trained in every aspect 

of the business.  Despite his conservative 

tastes, he was a supporter of initiatives to 

modernise and broaden the business, 

including the opening of an outlet in Paris 

and of an in-store boutique called One-

Up, aimed at the fashion-conscious young 

men of the late 1960s, and the expansion 

of its womenswear ranges. 

Moss Bros acquired Fairdale Textiles, and 

with it a number of independently named 

menswear stores, and also opened dozens 

of branches around the country, some 

under the name Suit Co; despite changing 

fashions the company maintained its 

niche as the pre-eminent brand for formal 

outfitting.  Among half a dozen family 

members in the business, Monty regarded 

himself as ‘the nearest thing to a practical 

Moss: ‘I’ve made a suit, every stitch of it 

by hand’.  

When the King Street building was sold to 

a Japanese developer, not long after he 

had stepped down to become the 

company’s president, he described leaving 

the building as ‘like a bereavement’. 

In 1980 the reins were passed to tailor 

Manny Silverman, a son of Lithuanian 

immigrants, who had joined the business 

at a very young age.  

Silverman left in 1987 and went on to buy 

royal couturier Norman Hartnell.  Moss 

Bros then acquired another great 

menswear brand, Cecil Gee, and Cecil’s 

son Rowland took over as CEO in 1988. 

In 2016 the Jewish Museum featured 

Moss Bros, together with other Jewish 

tailors who had contributed to the 

building of the British menswear industry, 

in an exhibition entitled Moss, Mods & 

Mr. Fish.  It featured the immense 

contribution made by Jewish designers 

and tailors to menswear in this country. 

 

Claire Connick 
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The Jewish historian Josephus in The 

Jewish War claims that in the ancient 

world there were three Jewish sects, the 

Pharisees, the Sadducees and the Essenes.  

Much information about the first two has 

come to light since Josephus was writing in 

the first century CE, but the Essenes are 

still a people of mystery whose secret lives 

remain largely unknown.  They flourished 

in Palestine from the second century BCE 

to the first century CE and the first we 

know of them is in Pliny the Elder’s 

Natural History.  He says that they lived 

close to the Dead Sea and had been in 

existence for hundreds of years.  He called 

the sect ‘the marvel of the world’.  Some 

scholars view the Essenes as precursors of 

the Chasidim (the name could have the 

same root).  They were closely linked to 

Herod, who honoured them and gave them 

protection.  They were considered among 

the elite of the Jewish societies of their 

time, esteemed for their knowledge of 

Judaism and for their enlightened way of 

life.  They were active in Jerusalem, where 

there was a ‘Gate of the Essenes’ and they 

taught in the Temple. 

Josephus’s account of the Essenes is 

intriguing in its detail.  He describes a 

group of men living in a communal 

environment under strictly ascetic rules, 

not unlike the later Christian monastic 

houses.  They condemned wealth in all its 

forms, owning no possessions and insisting 

on total equality for all those who followed 

them.    Josephus says, ‘They eschew 

pleasure-seeking as a vice, and regard 

temperance and mastery of the passions as 

a virtue.’ 

As in a monastery, daily work was allotted 

by those chosen to carry out the 

distribution of tasks;  these leaders were 

selected by a show of hands, each man 

being eligible to vote, with no one more 

privileged than another.  New adherents 

had to surrender all worldly goods and 

their daily life was one of considerable 

hardship, with little acknowledgement of 

comfort or pleasure. 

When a newcomer wished to join the order 

he was put on probation for a year.  Not yet 

admitted fully to the communal life, he was 

given white clothes to wear (as was the case 

with all members of the group), a loin cloth 

and a hatchet (this was for digging a 

latrine, as scrupulous cleanliness was 

essential).  After the novice had proved 

himself he was able to share in the religious 

duties, but was not a full member of the 

order for another two years when he could 

be accepted if proved suitable.  He then 

went through a form of initiation, swearing 

to revere God, deal justly with his 

fellowmen, injure no one and hate the 

wicked. 

The daily routine of the Essenes was very 

harsh.  Before sunrise they could not speak 

except for early morning prayers.  They 

then went to their allotted work until noon, 

when they washed meticulously in cold 

water, and retired to a special room where 

no one else was admitted.  Here they were 

given a frugal meal.   No one was permitted 

to eat before grace was said and after the 

food there were further prayers, thanking 

God for food and for life.  They returned to 

the refectory for a simple evening supper, 

where they ate quietly and without 

‘shouting or disorder’.  Strict obedience to 

the word of the leader was essential.  No 

oaths were permitted – ‘a man is already 

condemned if he cannot be believed 

without God being named’.  Any 

transgression merited the strictest 

punishment, which included the 

withdrawal of food and expulsion from the 

order.  As the criminal could not share food  

with a non-Essene he was forced to find 

sustenance from nature.  However, if he 

was on the brink of death he was 

sometimes taken back, having served his 

sentence. 

The administration of justice was careful 

and fair.  A jury of about one hundred men 

was called to try a case and there was no 

appeal from the verdict.  Moses the 

Lawgiver was the criterion of the judges;  

blaspheming him was a capital offence. 

The simplicity of their style of living was 

extended by the Essenes to their clothing.  

They wore simple white garments and 

sandals, not changing them for new until 

they literally fell to pieces.  Nothing was 

bought or sold, each man giving to another 

whatever he needed or sharing what  was 

available.  Their close attention to 

cleanliness included never spitting on 

another, washing carefully after using the 

latrine, which was always located away 

from the main living quarters;  whoever 

used it wrapped himself privately in his 

cloak.  Oil was regarded as a pollutant, and 

needed extreme scrubbing to get rid of it if 

it accidentally touched a man or his clothes 

The main body of Essenes was an all-male 

sect.  To promote the further existence of 

the group they took on young acolytes as 

wards who could be brought up to follow 

their rules of conduct.  They never married 

or had any contact with women, though 

there was another order of Essenes who 

kept the same rules but felt it right to marry 

to continue the line.  However brides had to 

be on probation for three years after which, 

provided a girl was able to bear a child, 

intercourse took place purely for that 

purpose only, not for pleasure.  The 

women, too, kept immaculately clean, 

wearing a dress instead of a loin cloth. 

Qmran caves 

not being permitted to 
use the latrine (on the 
Sabbath) 



 

The belief of the Essenes was based 

entirely on the Mosaic laws, Moses being 

regarded as supreme after God.  The soul 

was far superior to the body which was 

corruptible whereas the soul was not, 

being trapped in the body.  For good souls 

there was a home beyond the seas which 

Josephus describes as ‘a place troubled by 

neither rain nor snow nor heat, but 

refreshed by the zephyr that blows ever 

gentle from the ocean.’  Bad souls were 

condemned to a dark, stormy abyss with 

unending punishments. This belief in 

resurrection  after death was not accepted 

by other contemporary Jewish groups, but 

was an important feature in that of the 

Essenes.   Some of the order claimed to be 

able to foretell the future after a lifetime 

of studying the Scriptures.  Josephus says 

they were seldom wrong.  One of them, 

Menahem, in particular was regarded by 

Herod as something of a miracle man.  

The books they studied  - the Law and the 

Prophets - were regarded as sacred, with 

readings from them by the elders on the 

Sabbath, while younger members listened 

without interruption. 

The Sabbath was kept very strictly by the 

Essenes, with no work of any kind being  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

done on the seventh day, and this precept 

extended to not being permitted to use the 

latrine.   Food for the Sabbath was 

prepared the previous day (no utensils 

were moved once the Sabbath had begun).  

They insisted on a Minyan of ten men 

before prayers could start.  No worker 

could speak without permission of the 

rest, and some would refuse to handle or 

even look at a coin  with an image of a 

man on it, or enter a city at the gates of 

which statues were erected.    Others 

threatened to kill a Gentile taking part in 

a debate about God and His Law if he 

refused to be circumcised. 

For Jews like ourselves, living more than 

two thousand years after the Essenes, it is 

perhaps their link with the Dead Sea 

Scrolls that most intrigues us.  The 

Scrolls, discovered in 1947 in a cave at 

Qumran on the Dead Sea, are generally 

believed to have been written in large part 

by the Essenes who lived there.  Among   

the scrolls was the book of the rule of the 

community The Manual of Discipline, 

which talks about how a newcomer might 

enter  into the group and the rules for 

someone who wanted to be an Essene.  

The documents were written and hidden 

by a community of Essenes who lived in 

the Qumran area. This is known as the 

Essene Hypothesis.  

Before the massacre by the Romans in 66 

CE, the sect hid their scriptures in caves, 

not to be discovered until 1947. There is 

still much debate among scholars as to the 

existence of the Essenes and whether or 

not they wrote the scrolls.  However the 

description of the sect and its way of life 

as described by the ancient writers, 

particularly Josephus, differs little from 

what can be gleaned from the discoveries 

at Qumran.  Christian writers see much of 

the rule of the monastic orders being very 

similar to that of the Essenes.   Some 

scholars have viewed the Qumran scrolls 

as a vast Genizah, a storehouse of the 

Essenes’ library, or perhaps where they 

hid the papers to keep them safe from 

marauders, animal or human. 

A fascinating novel, The Brook Kerith, by 

George Moore, was published in 1916. It 

tells the story of the Essenes as the 

background for the assumption that Jesus 

did not die on the cross, but was rescued 

and brought back to life by the Essenes in 

a cave outside Jerusalem.  He joined the 

sect and lived a quiet, good life in the 

community until he was well enough to 

carry out his ministry in secret.  It is a 

remarkable and memorable account. 

Today the name of the Essenes is not 

entirely forgotten.  During the last war, 

before the discoveries at Qumran, the 

Brotherhood of the Essenes appeared 

before the public again, in England.    

They are linked with the Age of Aquarius 

movement and are now an occult 

Christian organisation which reaches out 

to those seeking the meaning of the 

wisdom of life, a far cry from  the pious 

Jewish settlement on the Dead Sea.    

Philippa Bernard 
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Scrolls from Qmran 

They never married or 
had any contact with 
women 

The Brook Kerith.  A Syrian Story 
with  engravings by Stephen Gooden 
1929 

 

Special Notice 

In the July  2016  issue of the 

Quarterly, we reviewed a book 

about the discovery of the Cairo 

Genizah and the acquisition by 

Cambridge University of some of 

the valuable documents which 

were found.  

Now Cambridge University 

Library has put some of these 

treasures on display in an 

exhibition which will run until  

the middle of October. 

If you have not seen this amazing 

collection, we urge you to visit 

while it  is open to the public. 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/religion/portrait/community.html
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The articles My Friend Margalit, which 

we published recently, and Strangers in 

Strange Lands in this issue, have raised 

questions about a Jewish presence in 

China.  Was there an early Jewish 

community in China and if so what 

happened to it?  Some historians indicate 

that there were Jews in China in Biblical 

times, but the evidence is very sketchy.  It 

seems indisputable, however, that as early 

as 1136 there was an active synagogue in 

the city of Kaifeng, the capital of Henan 

province, a flourishing commercial centre.  

The Jews there probably came overland 

from India or Persia, attracted by the 

opportunities of trade, particularly in silk.  

They were linked by the Chinese to 

Muslims as many of their customs were 

similar.  The first synagogue looked like a 

Buddhist Temple, referred to by the 

Chinese as a mosque – another reason for 

the confusion  with Islam.  The Jews also 

publicly called the worshippers to prayer, 

though not from a minaret.  They used a 

jade gong which could be heard 

throughout the area.   

Knowledge about the community of 

Kaifeng did not reach the Western world 

until Jesuit missionaries in the 

seventeenth century made their way to 

China and brought back news of the Jews 

there.  Their account tells of a group of 

some five or six hundred Jews in Kaifeng 

and others elsewhere.  The Kaifeng 

community had preserved its records 

even though the synagogue had been 

destroyed and rebuilt on more than one 

occasion.  Several marble tablets were 

found there giving information about the 

synagogue and its adherents.  They tell of 

the rebuilding in 1279 and again in 1390 

when they were given more land.  In 1421 

the Emperor granted permission to an 

honoured Jewish doctor to rebuild, giving 

him a present of incense for his use.  

When floods again destroyed the 

synagogue  in 1461, it was restored, with 

an Ark, candlesticks, and other 

furnishings as well as a new Torah, 

bought from a Muslim who had acquired 

it from a dying Jew. 

The writings of Matteo Ricci, one of the 

founding figures of the Jesuit China 

missions, gives much information about 

the Jews he found in China.   One such 

visitor from Kaifeng stayed with him in 

Beijing, and explained that he worshipped 

only one God, and told Ricci about his 

synagogue and its numerous books.  

When he saw Ricci’s picture of a 

Madonna and Child, he thought it was 

Rebecca with Esau or Jacob.  He said that 

it was not the custom of the Jews to 

venerate images, but he could see no 

harm in respecting one’s ancestors.  

Ancestor worship, an important part of 

Chinese life, was also practised by these 

Jews.  Until about the time that the 

Jesuits arrived, they had also apparently 

used animal sacrifice in their synagogue;  

both practices were discontinued, to be 

replaced by offerings of meat and special 

food to the memory of parents and 

forebears. 

The Torahs used by the Kaifeng Jews 

were of particular interest to the 

missionaries.  They hoped that, thanks to 

its long isolation from mainstream 

Judaism, Kaifeng might have Torahs that 

would turn out to be 'uncorrupted 

originals' of the Hebrew Bible, perhaps 

even shed new light on Christian 

interpretations of the Old Testament, but 

they turned out to be the same as those 

used by other Jewish communities.  Most 

Jews there knew little Hebrew and there 

was no Chinese translation.  One of these 

Kaifeng Torahs is now in the British 

Library. It may have been made between 

1643 and 1663, and used in the synagogue 

there until around 1800. It was acquired 

in Kaifeng by the missionaries, and in 

1852 was presented to the British 

Museum.  It is made up of ninety-four 

strips of thick sheepskin sewn together 

with silk thread, rather than with the 

usual animal sinew. It has 239 columns of 

text copied in a Hebrew square script 

similar to that used by the Jews of Persia, 

without vowels.   Of the fifteen Torah 

scrolls that are said to have been held in 

the Kaifeng synagogue, only seven 

complete scrolls have survived. 

Investigations into the music used in the 

synagogue show an identifiable Persian 

rather than Chinese style, chanted with 

no instruments, the worshippers wearing 

a blue headdress, without shoes, and 

swaying forwards and backwards and 

from left to right. 

Gradually, as in many communities, 

assimilation took its toll. The Kaifeng 

Jews, who had preserved their customs 

and traditions for centuries, began 

marrying out, losing some of their Jewish 

affiliations and mixing more closely with 

those around them.  One understandable 

reason for their turning away from their 

roots was the demolition of the last 

synagogue.  Erected after further flooding 

in 1642, it was situated on the street of the 

‘Sinew-Extracting People’.  Over the 

entrance gate was written in Chinese 

characters ‘The Temple of Purity and 

Truth’, with two large lions guarding the 

doors.  After he came through the gates, 

the visitor went to the first courtyard, 

through the second to the third, passing 

the lions, the stelae (tablets of record), an 

iron incense tripod and coming into the 

open space where the succah could be 

built.  Continuing on through the building 

he came to the sanctuary where was the 

Ark containing the Sifrei  Torah.  Ranging 

along the sides were lecture halls, small 

chapels dedicated to Abraham ‘the hall of 

the founder of the religion’, and ‘the hall 

of the holy Patriarchs’ where incense 

The Jews of 
Kaifeng 

Model of the Kaifeng Synagogue in 
the Diaspora Museum Tel Aviv 

 Part of the Kaifeng Torah  which 
was presented to the British Library 
in 1852. The silk stitching is visible. 
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bowls were kept burning in tribute to the 

leaders of Israel, to the ancestors of the 

dignitaries of the community, and to 

Confucius.  What would in the west have 

been the bima, was the Chair of Moses, 

where the Torah was read, behind which 

was a canopy (the dragon’s pavilion’) over 

a table on which the ‘Emperor’s tablet’ 

was displayed.  There was a washing bowl 

for purification, candlesticks and a censer 

for the incense.  Above the table were the 

words of the Shema in gold leaf.  This 

arrangement meant that, although by law 

the Jews had to acknowledge the 

Emperor’s presence, they could at the 

same time bow to their own monotheistic 

allegiance. 

This magnificent synagogue was 

destroyed in 1860, though a few years 

later it was noted by a visitor that the 

burial ground had been preserved; he said 

that ‘they bury their dead in coffins but of 

a different shape than that of the Chinese, 

and do not attire the dead in secular 

clothes as the Chinese do, but in linen.’ 

The diminishing community of Kaifeng 

was almost totally cut off from other Jews.  

Surrounded by a culture very different 

from its own, with minimal methods of 

communication, it was not in touch with 

Western or Middle Eastern ideas or 

customs, and only survived as long as it 

did by the Chinese tolerance of minorities, 

and its own determination to survive.   

There was no obstruction from the 

authorities to stop Jews from further 

education, professional qualification or 

being involved in civic or governmental 

posts.  Degrees could be obtained without 

difficulty – they mostly depended on a 

knowledge of Confucius – and once 

obtained led to appointments for life.   

As one writer put it, ‘the system gave a 

man a simultaneous access to power, 

prestige and wealth.’  It was usual for a 

man who attained such status to be sent 

far from home.  This prevented him from 

presenting his relatives with positions, 

using them in the course of his work or 

involving himself in activities outside his 

daily occupation.  His religion, and 

sometimes his family, were no longer 

important and might well lead to a 

complete loss of his Jewish background. 

Gradually the knowledge of the Bible, of 

Jewish practices and of Hebrew studies 

began to disappear from these ancient 

Jews.  Confucianism held sway over most 

of China’s religious and philosophical 

thought, and some Jews believed it could 

be incorporated into their own doctrine.   

The scholar S. M. Perlmann, writing in 

1912 having visited Kaifeng, was of the 

opinion that it was the very receptive and 

well-intentioned attitude of China 

towards the Jews that invoked their 

downfall.  He maintained, writing before 

the Holocaust, that where the Jews were 

oppressed and met with general hostility, 

they would fight for their survival.  

Kindness and acceptance led to 

assimilation, contentment and a 

willingness to blend in.  Many 

descendants of the Jews of Kaifeng are 

now indistinguishable from their Chinese  

neighbours, both in appearance and in 

culture, though strangely enough they do  

not eat pork. 

Some of the Jewish writings from Kaifeng 

are now in the Hebrew Union College in 

Cincinnati, including two Haggadot, 

bought in 1851 from the London Society 

for Promoting Christianity among the 

Jews.  The method of writing the text 

looks like Chinese calligraphy, written 

with a broad pen made apparently from 

bamboo rather than a goose quill.  The 

two copies are differently composed and 

show influences of Chinese 

pronunciation.  The order of the Seder 

service derives from the Persian or 

Yemenite tradition;  the bitter herb 

translates as ‘celery’, there is no mention 

of hiding the afikomen or of the plagues.  

After the meal it is commanded that 

everything should be washed including 

the hands and the cups of wine. 

By the 1980s, international scholars were 

researching the history of the Chinese 

Jews, founding the Sino-Judaic Institute, 

one of whose aims is ‘the study of the 

ancient Jewish community of Kaifeng, the 

capital of China during the Song Dynasty, 

where Jews have been living now for over 

a millennium, and assisting the Kaifeng 

Jewish descendants to reconnect with 

their cultural heritage’.  Diplomatic  

relations between China and Israel were 

established in 1992 and many of those 

Jews who had fled to China to escape the 

Nazis now settled in Israel.  One family 

from Kaifeng reconnected to their Jewish 

ancestry and are now Israeli citizens. 

Kaifeng today is a flourishing city of 

nearly five million inhabitants.  It has 

sports arenas, art galleries and a good 

transport system, but visitors today will 

find little of its Jewish past.   In London 

however are several Kaifeng Jewish 

restaurants, proudly glatt kosher, though 

it seems unlikely that many of its patrons 

will know that they are paying their 

respects to an ancient thriving Jewish 

Chinese community. 

Philippa Bernard 

 

 

 

Jewish women in Kaifeng 1919.  
All, including the child, have bound 
feet 

Black Jade Chime used to call the 
Jews of Kaifeng to worship 



 

From the mid-1960s when money and 

exchange controls were tight, young 

people went east in beaten-up transports 

known as the Magic Bus. There was no 

Baedeker, just a bundle of previous 

experience on mimeographed foolscap, 

and occasionally they had to push. But 

the romance was irresistible until 1979, 

when revolution in Iran and Afghanistan 

closed the passage. Once again, the road 

east was cut by Islam. 

It first happened in the eighth century, 

when spices known since Biblical times 

would have been absent for centuries 

from Europe, but for a group of intrepid 

Jewish merchants. Far Eastern trade 

evokes Marco Polo’s tales, but this extract 

is from the Kitab al-masalik w’al-

mamalik (Book of Roads and Kingdoms) 

five hundred years earlier, by Ibn 

Khordadbeh: 

‘They take ship from Firanja, on the 

Western Sea, and make for Farama 

(Pelusium). There … on camel-back 

… to al-Kolzum, a distance of twenty-

five farsakhs. They embark in the 

East Sea and sail … to al-Jar and al-

Jeddah, … to Sind, Hind, and China.’ 

His description of so-called Radhanites is 

our primary source about their trade, 

bringing back ‘musk, aloes, camphor and 

cinnamon’ to Constantinople or the court 

of the Franks. In his Study of the 

Radanites, 1948, Louis Rabinowitz called 

their trek a phenomenon without parallel 

in history. Firanja is France. Farama was 

near Port Said, one hundred miles from 

Suez, and Al-Jar the Red Sea port serving 

Medina. Sind is on the Indus, and Hind is 

India where the Jews of Kerala claim to 

have come in the Diaspora.  

The Silk Road was ancient, a relay of 

trading networks – two ingredients of 

holy ointment prescribed in Exodus, 

cassia and cinnamon, came from Kerala. 

Credit practices were also ancient, 

despised by philosophers like Plato for 

their implicit lack of trust and unearned 

interest, but attested to by Josephus. A 

clay promissory note in the Philadelphia 

museum dates from 3000 BCE, 

mortgages were used in Biblical 

Mesopotamia, and bills of exchange 

under the Ptolemys. Islamic mudārabah 

contracts allowed investors to pool funds 

for enterprise. When wars in the West, 

Middle East, Central Asia and China 

disrupted seventh and early eighth 

century trade, the Radhanites crossed the 

world to re-create a network, probably by 

linking Jewish communities, using letters 

of credit accepted in advance by fund-

holders.  

They set out from Marseilles on the 

Rhone – Rhodanus in Latin - hence 

Radhanite according to Cecil Roth. But 

Ibn Khordadbeh was Persian in which 

rah dan means ‘knows the way’. His 

translator Barbier de Meynard, and the 

late Israeli historian Moshe Gil, thought 

they came to France from ‘Radhan’ in 

Mesopotamia. Others have suggested 

Rhages (Rey), an ancient town now a 

Tehran suburb. Ibn Khordadbeh was 

Postmaster and Spymaster General of the 

province, prompting allegations that they 

were his agents, misrepresenting 

adventurers who spoke Arabic, Aramaic, 

Persian, Greek, Frankish, Slav and 

Spanish. Although commerce was 

forbidden with Christians, Islam 

tolerated Jews, who were also given 

protection by Charlemagne. According to 

the Royal Annals, ‘Isaac the Jew’, his 

ambassador to Baghdad seeking a Rabbi 

for Arles, returned by the Radhanite 

route to Kairouan, embarking at nearby 

Tunis with Caliph Rashid’s gift elephant, 

Abul-Abbas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It was three thousand miles from 

Tangiers to Baghdad, by Kairouan, al-

Fustat (Old Cairo), Ramlah (at the Jaffa-

Jerusalem crossroads with the ‘Via 

Maris’), Damascus, and the Euphrates. 

Those who sailed direct to Antioch were 

then ‘three days’ march’ from the river. 

Only twenty miles separates it from the 

Tigris at Baghdad, which leads to Basra 

and the Gulf. Some continued overland 

into Iran and Greater Persia 

(Afghanistan). Otherwise, the Gulf was 

well served with ports, fresh water and 

lighthouses, and the coast navigable to 

Sind, Goa and Kerala. Direct from Suez, 

they could save months with the trade 

winds, making distance even on the 

Sabbath. The Red Sea had been protected 

for centuries by Aksum, an Eritrean 

trading nation with Mediterranean access 

by the upper Nile (it conquered the 

Jewish Himyarite kingdom of Arabia and 

Sheba, and is the alleged resting place of 

the Ark of the Covenant). Islamic 

expansion into East Africa and Persia cut 

these routes.  

Only one route remained in 

Christendom, ‘behind Rome … through 

the country of the Slavs … to Khamlidj, 

the capital of the Khazars’ – Atil on the 

Volga-Caspian delta, near Astrachan. The 

Khazar Khaganate between the Black and 

Caspian Seas grew rich on tithes, its 

Judaism ascribed to Radhanite influence 

– it flourished in the same eighth and 

ninth centuries, and Russian epic poetry 

celebrated battles with the ‘Jewish Giant’. 

Cargo ships of the period were recently 

found preserved in the Black Sea ‘dead 

zone’. They crossed to the ancient 

Georgian communities or Caucasus 

‘Mountain Jews’; or by the Crimea to the 

Don, following it to proximity with the 

Volga. Ibn Khordadbeh describes Vikings 

descending the Dnieper and Don to the 

Black Sea states or the Volga to trade in 

Atil; even to Baghdad.  

‘They [Radhanites] embark on       

the Jorjan [Caspian] Sea, arrive       

at Balkh, betake themselves across 

the Oxus and continue towards Yurt, 

Toghuzghuz and China.’ 

His account is confusing. From the Volga, 

the fast Silk Road is by Kazakhstan to 

Mongolia (Toghuzghuz), north of the Aral 

Sea and the Tian Shan range, to enter 

China at Turpan. In summer, the 

nomadic grasslands provide good long-

distance marches for beasts of burden; 

but they pass few towns, no Jewish 

communities, and nowhere near Balkh or 

the Oxus. Land east of the Caspian is 

largely desert below sea level: across 

from Baku, the Garabogazkol is larger 
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and saltier than the Dead Sea. The 

Radhanites could sail south to Persia, or 

cross the Northern Caspian and some 

passable steppes to the Aral Sea. The Syr 

Darya valley brings melt water 

northwest from the Pamirs to the Aral. 

They could follow it to Shymkent and 

branch off above the Tian Shan, or 

continue to Tashkent and east to Osh in 

the Ferghana valley, the route through 

the Pamirs. However, several hundred 

miles further south the Oxus (Amu 

Darya) also flows northwest into the 

Aral Sea, from the Hindu Kush. Its fertile 

valley leads to Merv (Mawr) on the south 

side; Bukhara on the north and the road 

to Samarkand and Osh; or on towards 

Balkh in Afghanistan, on the route from 

India. 

Balkh was the capital of Bactria in 

Khorasan, the heart of Greater Persia 

and home of Avicenna, Omar Khayyam 

and other great men, described by Polo 

as a ‘great and noble city’ despite Mongol 

devastation in the thirteenth century. 

Mawr was the site of a rival Caliphate, its 

destruction reputedly the bloodiest in 

history with slaughter of a million souls. 

Bukhara, a cultural rival to Balkh, had a 

very large Jewish community claiming 

descent from Naphthali and Issachar. 

Further east, Samarkand was the multi-

cultural capital of the Soghdians, 

merchants of Persian descent who 

traded from Iran to Western China long 

before Islam. Osh in Kyrgystan was also 

Soghdian, in the shadow of ‘Solomon’s 

Throne’ mountain – ‘Manas’, the 

national epic poem, has an entire section 

on the time of Solomon.  

With no land route south of the 

Himalayas from India, the Hindu Kush 

had to be crossed to Kabul by the Khyber 

Pass, thence to Balkh and Osh or the 

Wakhan Corridor south of the Pamirs. 

Both lead to Kashgar on the edge of the 

Taklamakan, a desert the size of 

Germany in the Himalayan rain shadow. 

It was detoured via oases like abandoned 

Dandan-Uiliq rediscovered by Sven 

Hedin in 1896, a ‘God-accursed city, this 

second Sodom in the desert’. A few years 

later Sir Aurel Stein reported a geniza 

there with a merchant’s letter in Judeo-

Persian dated to 718 CE (now in the 

British Museum), our oldest evidence of 

a Chinese community (implying that 

Radhanites brought paper to Europe). 

East of the Taklamakan is Dunhuang, at 

the start of the Great Wall and the Hexi 

Corridor below the Gobi Desert, still 

fifteen hundred miles from the trading 

communities of Kaifeng and Guangdong. 

A seventh century Tang figurine in a 

Judenhut, possibly Soghdian (the 

Chinese did not distinguish between 

Jews and Muslims), attests to foreign 

merchants there.  

It was faster by sea. From the Gulf by the 

Malabar Coast, Ceylon, Bay of Bengal, 

Sumatra and Malaysian Peninsular, Ibn 

Khordadbeh reckoned that Arab ships 

sailed one hundred and thirty days to 

Guangzhou. They passed islands of 

cannibals, three-foot ginger-haired 

whistling tree-dwellers, mountains of 

silver, turtles thirty foot around, 

serpents that devour elephants, 

viviparous fish, birds that lay eggs on the 

ocean, etc. He does not say if the 

Radhanites sailed the route. 

They exported brocade, furs, swords, 

female slaves, boys and eunuchs. Slavery 

was widespread - 10% of the 

population, according to the Doomsday 

book - but the demand was mostly in 

Islam which favoured pale skin, eunuchs 

and boys to become Mamluk soldiers. It 

was met by Slavs, Scandinavians and 

northern Europeans captured by the 

Vikings (Varangians), and 

captives of warring Turkic tribes and 

Kievan Rus. The trade had been Italian 

since Roman times, but Radhanites took 

them through France and Spain. They 

had vigorous opponents: Agobard, 

Archbishop of Lyons, complained that 

they would not allow baptism, a political 

manoeuvre since Jews could not own 

Christian slaves – possession of a 

Christian eunuch was a capital offence. 

Yet castration centres in Verdun, 

Moorish Spain and elsewhere were 

ascribed to Jews allegedly using 

Christian surgeons to bypass Jewish and 

Islamic prohibition. Their trade share is 

debated, but the Baltic supply 

diminished along with the Vikings, and 

cities like Venice and Genoa won back 

the trade for many more centuries. 

The collapse in the tenth century of the 

Tang dynasty and Khazar Khaganate 

interrupted their commerce, and many 

spices such as black pepper grew scarce 

in Europe. But Italian mercantile cities 

grew up (their ships forbidden to Jewish 

merchants), the crusades unblocked 

Syria, and the Mongols drove the 

Caliphates from Iran and Mesopotamia. 

The Radhanites did not disappear, with 

later references by such as Yehuda ben 

Meir of Mainz, and even Marco Polo, but 

the days of their monopoly were over. 

Ibn Khordadbeh did not neglect the 

island of Waqwaq east of China, a 

Muslim El Dorado where even dog leads 

are made of pure gold. It is home to the 

Waqwaq tree, with fruit in the form of 

beautiful naked women hanging by their 

hair. When cut down, they sigh 

‘Waqwaq’ and collapse into a boneless 

heap. Possibly originating in Hindu 

legend, or the Chinese Jinmenju whose 

fruits of smiling human heads fall off if 

they laugh too hard, the ever more 

embroidered story persists in Islamic 

art. The tree was reported in Thailand in 

2016 and relayed in the Daily Mirror, 

with photos of green Barbie doll fruit. 

Waqwaq in Cantonese means Japan, but 

the ravishing sight of cherries in blossom 

could barely compete. Perhaps it is just 

as well that the Radhanites never 

imported any Waqwaqs. We must be 

content with the occasional Bonsai. 

Jonathan Footerman 

17 

 

The Waqwaq tree. Deccan School, 
Golconda, India. Early 17th century  



 

  
 

         

 

 

 

 

When both my daughters were at senior 

school, I began to think about returning 

to work. I had an impediment. Having 

spent my pre-children career working as 

an accountant in the City, firstly at Arthur 

Young (which is now EY) and Deutsche 

Bank, I realised that the world of 

accounting and finance was not 

something I wanted to return to.  

Although I worked part time at Charing 

Cross Hospital, I realised that I wanted 

something more intellectually stimulating 

and challenging, and so I spoke to a 

couple of friends and one suggested that 

having been out of the full-time workplace 

for over ten years, I should find a 

vocational course and get back into work 

that way. Another friend, who was a very 

senior barrister, thought the Bar exams 

would suit me, and so I began the process 

of being Called to the Bar, as a part-time 

student.  

Being a mature student is very different 

from a first degree, at school- leaving age. 

I seem to remember that my first degree 

allowed plenty of time for socialising and 

sport, but that certainly was not the brief 

for a mature student on a vocational 

course. My first lecture was rather scary, 

most of the 300 or so students sat 

earnestly facing the lecturer with their lap 

tops open, frantically typing away, while I 

relied on my trusty pen and paper. By the 

middle of the course, the lap tops were 

still up but mainly set on the Daily Mail 

online page. Meanwhile, I still relied on 

my pen and paper.  

Having been Called to the Bar, I 

continued to work part time within the 

NHS and was lucky to be working for a 

very competent and highly regarded 

manager at Imperial Healthcare NHS 

Trust, who explained that the Trust was 

setting up a mediation panel, and as I had 

also qualified as a mediator, he asked me 

if I would like to become a member of the 

panel and undertake mediations. As I 

seemed to have spent many years 

mediating between my two daughters, I 

accepted the offer without really knowing 

what it involved. I gradually realised that 

it was not an easy task. The service was 

provided to help managers deal with 

disciplinary issues within their 

departments, and was a last stop before 

formal hearings and their consequences. I 

undertook a number of mediations, some 

with satisfactory outcomes and some not 

so successful, but as the Trust operated co

-mediation, I could share the 

responsibility for outcome with a 

colleague, and they were always sensible, 

rational and experienced and I learned a 

lot from them. I was also lucky enough to 

attend supplementary mediation training 

and, because of this, developed an interest 

in Transformative Mediation.  In fact, 

when I took a Master of Laws at 

University College, London two years ago, 

my dissertation was on the credibility and 

success of the transformative process. 

The more I was seen around the Imperial 

hospital sites, the more I was asked and 

consulted on a whole variety of issues, 

from basic clinical negligence to mundane 

accounting queries. I also undertook a 

complete overhaul of one of the charities 

within the Trust and this involved 

research and advice in compliance, 

employment law and governance. I also 

spent time as a member of the Imperial 

Healthcare Trust Amenities Committee, 

which was the main Trust body for 

applications of high value, high calibre 

medical research. That was also rather 

scary as, at my first meeting, I found 

myself sitting between a professor of 

cardiac surgery and a very eminent 

consultant in urology and I think it is fair 

to say that I did feel a little out of my 

depth. As my own heart was thumping 

away I relied on my knowledge of the 

basic legal principles of complying with 

procedure, producing credible and 

relevant evidence and making informed 

decisions, to assess the validity of the 

applications. My legal education also gave 

me a solid grounding in medical ethics 

and this too was very useful in deciding 

on the suitability of research. 

My most recent project is as a consultant 

to a renewable energy start-up company. 

The basic premise of the company is to 

create wood chip as a renewable energy 

source, and to fully utilise this process by 

adding on other environmentally friendly 

processes such as crop drying and 

preservation. As part of my LLM, I had 

studied environmental governance and 

compliance and this was a very useful 

starting point to understand the maze of 

government legislation relating to 

environmental sustainability and the vast 

array of financial incentives available to 

entrepreneurs working in this field. I have 

also been involved in reforestation 

planning and the impact on this of 

European Union Habitats and 

Agricultural directives, which of course, 

may now not be relevant at all. 

I have been very lucky in my second 

career because it allows me to work in 

areas that interest me and they can be 

quite diverse. I can also, to some degree, 

be flexible about when I work and with 

whom I work and these are luxuries that 

not many have. Desk bound work never 

really appealed to me, and being an 

unconventional lawyer suits me best. 

 

Janet Mernane 
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Mind & Matter 

 
  I am one of the Universe's time-adapted facets 

I am water, I am air, I am energy, I am earth 

This earth which will have me back 

Not a foreign body, one it knows 

Which life evolves through same seasons 

Same season, different time span 

 

Energy surging in my spring years 

Like sap in woodland trees 

The richness of my summer season 

Like ripe corn in sunny fields 

My autumnal slower pace 

Like nature preparing for sleep 

The finality of my winter 

When death uproots through the human forest 

And life nurtures its Spring rebirth 

 

Nature's season spanning nature's existence 

Man's ages spanning human life 

Man and Nature sharing a common origin 

Bearing similitudes evolution hides 

Similitudes my mind observes 

As if detached, not part of the relationship 

As if unfamiliar with its perishable habitat 

Spirit and Body 

Ill-matched short-time companions 

One existing, one knowing 

 One terminal, one eternal 

Human life unites 

 

 

Colette  Littman 
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With the Czech Scrolls Museum housed in 

the same building as the Synagogue, 

readers may be interested to learn 

something about one of the rabbis who 

actually handled some of the scrolls when 

the rural Jewish communities of Bohemia 

were flourishing as never before or since.  

Indeed the person in question, briefly had 

overall responsibility for the community of 

Horažďovice whose scrolls are in use in our 

synagogue. 

Angelus Kafka was born in 1791 in the 

small village of Oldrichov just outside 

Pisek in Bohemia where the Kafkas had 

been the sole tolerated Jewish family since 

1648.   His pious mother brought him up in 

a traditional way in a yiddish-speaking 

environment.   But his father Markus, an 

energetic market trader, seems to have 

been something of a rebel.  He had rejected 

his traditional status as a Jew protected by 

the nobility, seeing his future as tied to the 

Emperor, Joseph II.   It seems to have been 

Markus who decided that his oldest son 

should be known by the officially, 

authorized, Christianised form of his name 

rather than as Anshel, the name with 

which Angelus signed himself in Hebrew.  

His father was also probably the driving 

force in sending Angelus, in obedience to a 

law that most Jews largely ignored, not 

only to the traditional cheder or Jewish 

religious school, but also to a state-run  

primary school, with provision for Jewish 

boys, where he became the first of his 

family to learn correct and  fluent  German.  

 The young Angelus would have 

continuously experienced a venomous anti

-Semitism from the majority Christian 

population, on the fairly rare occasions 

when he came into contact with them,  and 

petty restrictions from his co-religionists.  

Less than 50 years before his birth, the 

entire Jewish population had been expelled 

from Prague at short notice and his own 

lifetime was punctuated by spates of anti-

Semitic mob violence.  Only Emperor 

Joseph II, who died a year before Angelus’s 

birth, had offered limited toleration in the 

hope of making Jews more useful to the 

state.  In particular the size of individual 

communities was still fixed by law, with 

only the marriages of the oldest sons of 

families being officially tolerated.   Adult 

younger sons were not allowed to remain 

in their home communities or to marry.  

Stigmatised in official eyes as illegitimate, 

many were forced into a life of wandering 

or emigration.  But Angelus and many of 

his contemporaries were convinced that 

Joseph’s successors as Austrian emperors 

were the only barrier against widespread 

pogroms.  

Angelus may well have displeased his 

father by choosing to study for the 

rabbinate in Prague in around 1810, 

successfully obtaining a rabbinical diploma 

with the approval of the leading rabbi of 

Prague, Samuel Landau.  He married 

Marie Lederer, who came from a 

community in Bušovice ,  a small village 

near Pilsen, in 1814.  It seems that, 

following his father’s death in 1816, 

however,  and probably compelled by 

financial necessity,  Angelus  tried his luck 

as a businessman until his mid-thirties, but 

without success. 

From 1823 he worked for four years as a 

teacher in the minute Jewish community 

in Osek in southern Bohemia.  Here he 

lived in the Jewish street a few doors away 

from the ancestors of Franz Kafka.  They 

were almost certainly cousins, probably 

descended from Angelus’s grandfather 

Anshel.     Indeed one of Angelus’s children 

was born in he house of Franz Kafka’s great 

grandfather Joseph Kafka, while Angelus 

was away working as rabbi and teacher in 

the small community of Wällisch-Birken 

(Vlachovi Brezi) in Southern Bohemia in 

1827.  Franz’s family were to take pride in 

the rabbi’s success and one of Franz 

Kafka’s uncles was named Angelus after 

him. 

In 1829 ambition drove Angelus to apply 

for the post of rabbi in Hohenems, then the  

only Jewish community in western Austria.   

Angelus was successful but the promotion 

came at a high price.  The community 

leaders of Hohenems were increasingly 

secular-minded  and as a result  of 

unfortunate experiences with his 

predecessor they were cautious about him. 

They kept him on a tight rein, even 

forbidding him to live in the rabbi’s house.  

The Habsburg authorities in their turn 

were suspicious of him because he had 

applied for the job and  been appointed  

behind their backs.    The Jewish 

community expected to get value for 

money and so a rabbi who would act as 

religious teacher as well as leading 

services.   The secular authorities wished 

for a person who would, like a Catholic 

parish priest, represent central authority in 

his community.  At a personal level 

Angelus himself was unhappy at being 

separated from all but the youngest of his 

(then) eight children who were being 

boarded with relatives in Bohemia because 

the Hohenems community had made it 

clear it would not pay for their upkeep.  

Moreover he felt starved of intellectual 

stimulation in a very provincial town 

separated by high mountains from the 

lively cultural life to which he had had 

access in his Bohemian homeland. 

Yet Angelus overcame these obstacles.  

Concealing his own feelings from his 

community, he launched a charm 

offensive.  The community elders were 

reassured by his good manners, his 

readiness to combine his religious duties 

with those of teacher at the Jewish school 

(which his predecessor had refused to do) 

his learning and  outstanding talent as a 

preacher and by the introduction of liberal 

reforms to the liturgy, notably a choir, 

organ music and the occasional sermon in 

German.   

These changes also pleased the secular 

authorities .  Angelus pleased them even 

more by composing Derech Emuna,  a 

Christian-style catechism – an anathema 

JUDAISM & 
HABSBURG 
LOYALTY  

THE BOHEMIAN RABBI 
ANGELUS KAFKA    
(1791-1870)  

The young Angelus 
would have 
continuously 
experienced a venomous 
anti-Semitism from the 
majority Christian 
population 



 21 

 to orthodox Jews.  This set out the 

fundamentals of the Jewish faith, in a way 

that underplayed its important differences 

from Christianity, while at the same time 

teaching civic virtues – above all, loyalty 

to the Habsburg dynasty.  This loyalty 

found reflection in a stirring sermon that 

he delivered on the occasion of the 

birthday of Emperor Francis in 1831.  This 

must have left his congregation panting 

for refreshment, including as it did special  

verses of the national anthem, composed 

by him, for each leading member of the 

prolific Habsburg dynasty.  Both the 

sermon and the catechism were printed, 

the catechism proving quite popular and 

going through several revised editions 

over the next fifty years.  They brought 

Angelus to the attention of the authorities 

as a Habsburg loyalist in tune with the 

ideology of an Austria dominated by the 

reactionary Prince Metternich.   

Angelus never looked back.  He left 

Hohenems in 1833 to become a district 

rabbi, or Kreisrabbiner, the Jewish 

equivalent of a bishop in the Habsburg 

Empire. It was thus that the community of 

Horažďovice came under his supervision.  

The community of Prachatice had yet to 

be created.  His home and synagogue in a 

purpose-built Jewish new town behind 

the high street of Breznice are still to be 

seen.  Within two years Angelus had been 

appointed  Kreisrabbiner of Pilsen and 

Klattau, perhaps the most important 

Jewish position outside Prague itself..   

Until 1848 Angelus continued to reap the 

rewards of his compliance to the wishes of 

the Habsburg authorities, using his 

eloquence to persuade his coreligionists to 

accept their lot in repeated sermons 

praising the Emperor, his family and the 

imperial authorities.  While condemning 

what he considered to be the outrageous 

behaviour of Jewish revolutionaries such 

as Karl Marx, he also firmly opposed  the 

obscurantism and superstition of the 

increasingly influential Chassidim who 

looked for inspiration to the rigid 

adherence to the detailed tenets of the 

Talmud to be found in the shtetls  (or 

Jewish communities) of Poland.   He 

clearly enjoyed his role at the centre of the 

community, conducting legally stipulated 

religious examinations for betrothed 

couples at a stand in the large Pilsen 

market square on market day, officiating 

at births, marriages and funerals and 

acting as judge in civil and religious 

matters. 

 All the while he repeatedly begged the 

authorities to be allowed to live in the 

rapidly developing and prosperous town 

of Pilsen instead of the country village of 

Švihov  which was the official seat of the 

Pilsen rabbinate, and to be paid by the 

state via an increased rate of tax (the 

infamous Judensteuer) on his fellow Jews.  

This he said, would allow him to act 

independently of the leaders of the Jewish 

community and to earn enough to provide 

for his ever-increasing family which by 

1837 had grown to twelve children.   At the 

same time he laid out his thoughts on the 

proper training and duties of a district 

rabbi.  The authorities turned a blind eye 

to his technically illegal residence in 

Pilsen from 1841.  It would nevertheless 

be wrong to dismiss Angelus a totally self-

serving individual with more than a whiff 

of insincerity.  His philosophy and line of 

action had kept his community safe and 

enabled it to prosper to a limited extent 

until the revolution of 1848/9 briefly 

brought full. though temporary, 

emancipation to the Jews of the Habsburg 

Empire.  

 

If the conservatives scented republican 

chaos, Angelus feared atheism and the 

end of the centuries-old rural 

communities – such as  Horažďovice .  He 

foresaw  the abolition of district 

rabbinates as the newly-liberated Jews 

threw off the chains of religion and the 

restrictions of communal life in the Czech 

villages and emigrated to the anonymity, 

secularism and better-paid jobs of 

industrializing cities like Prague, Brno and 

above all Vienna.  

Angelus’s last years were tranquil, freed 

from the pressure to maintain his 

children, and presumably contented.  

Angelus inaugurated a new synagogue and 

school in Pilsen, where a Jewish 

community had been legally established a 

few years earlier, in 1859.   His loyal wife 

Marie died in 1861.  The Jews of the 

Habsburg Empire  received full and 

lasting emancipation in 1867, and in the 

same year, loyal as ever, Angelus led 

prayers for the murdered Emperor 

Maximilian of Mexico, the brother of the 

Austrian  Emperor.  Angelus was already 

too weak to give a sermon on the occasion 

and in  the next year he finally retired.  He 

continued to live in comfort in the rabbi’s 

house, looked after by his widowed  

daughter Mathilde Mandl,  amidst a 

community that was growing by leaps and 

bounds, benefitting from the rapid 

industrialization undergone by Pilsen in 

those years.   

Angelus Kafka died in May 1870.  He was 

given a grand funeral and an imposing 

tomb.  Perhaps because he was the only 

rabbi to be buried in Pilsen, he gained a 

rather undeserved reputation for piety 

and his tomb became a place of sanctuary 

and prayer for the dwindling and fearful 

Jewish community of Pilsen during the 

Second World War.  His descendants were 

scattered through the world.  Three of his 

children, including Mathilde,  emigrated 

to the USA where one of her sons, 

somewhat improbably,  became a 

photographer in Honolulu.  The 

descendants of his son Simon (1821-1895) 

flourish  throughout the USA.  Of his 

European descendants, another grandson, 

Hugo Salus, (1866-1909) was a leading 

German-Jewish poet in Franz Kafka’s 

Prague and Hugo’s son Václav (1909-

1953) became a founder of the Trotskyite 

party of Czechoslovakia, a secretary to 

Trotsky and one of the last victims of 

Stalin.  Other grandchildren led less 

spectacular but safer lives as  teachers, art 

dealers, journalists, actors, theatre 

directors, poets and writers as well as 

successful businessmen in Vienna and 

Prague. 

Peter Barber 
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         We have received several letters - some of them in response to our   

 April Fool Spoof Editorial in the last issue of the Quarterly.                            

 We reproduce a selection below. 

 

 

 

From Lewis Golden 
 

It will be wonderful to have Trump Tower opposite us at Kent House, now that the plan 

advanced by the late President Ronald Regan to convert Hyde Park into a Wild West Ranch 

has come to nothing. 

 

From Peter Beyfus 
 

Your editorial in the latest issue of 'Westminster Quarterly' is cause for grave concern; if planning 

permission is granted then the character of Knightsbridge will be changed beyond recognition. I 

am sure you will rally support for mass protests, and ‘our correspondent’ in Washington should be 

urged to appeal to President Trump's sense of what is seemly. You will be pleased to learn that I 

have today written to the Duke of Westminster and the Prime Minister soliciting their support in 

opposing this unacceptable development. What, no more boating on the Serpentine!? 

 

 From Ralph Ehrmann 
 

I have been reading your magazine with great pleasure ever since I joined the community some 

ten years ago. I have usually found it to be very interesting and also outstandingly well-prepared, 

set out and presented for a community paper. 

Recently, the quality has become even better with every issue and I felt it only fair to 

congratulate you on the April issue.  It was not only highly interesting for myself, with my basic 

historical interests, but it was so pleasantly laid out and printed that it was an absolute pleasure 

to read. As I believe your staff is all voluntary, I can only thank them politely for their efforts and 

hope that that letter encourages them to maintain the high standard that they have achieved. 

     

     From Michael Benson in Israel 

Just to let you know that your magazine arrived and I read it from cover to cover!  Re. the J. 

Lyons article; going  through my Dad's things I found a book called A Computer Called Leo – 

all about how they developed the computer. I even remember going to see it! An enormous 

hall full of grey cupboards  joined together with rails (or what looked like rails) and an endless 

number of cards rushing from cupboard to cupboard. It must have made quite an impression 

because I still remember the visit very vividly! 
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Our children's library sits in the 

basement area of Kent House. It has its 

own corner, with coloured cushions for 

reading in comfort, and offers our 

children of all ages a choice of books to 

read on various subjects; from festivals to 

Israel to prayer to history to folk tales. 

We have Anne Frank and we have 

Sammy Spider, but a new title caught my 

eye recently. The book is called Fatima 

and Yaffa; Shalom salaam by Fawzia 

Gilani-Williams (Author) and Chiara 

Fedele (Illustrator). It is a storybook 

based on two girls living side-by-side in a 

Jerusalem-esque setting in the Holy 

Land. Yaffa is Jewish and Fatima is 

Palestinian. Their relationship, as it 

unfolds in the book, is based not on 

historical antagonisms, suspicions and 

mutual distrust but on friendship and 

partnership, and during a time of 

drought, it becomes clear that they look 

out for each other. It is a beautifully 

illustrated and evocative work that, when 

it caught my eye on the shelf at a book 

shop recently, I had to purchase it for our 

community as it represents a wonderful 

model for children about sharing what 

we have in common and living in 

harmony with our neighbours. 

I am proud to say that it also reminded 

me of a relationship that we at 

Westminster Synagogue have been 

developing with our friends from the 

Ahmadiyya Muslim community. It all 

started back in Spring of 2016 when 

communication began with Ayesha 

Siddiqi, the leader of the women’s group 

of the Clapham Ahmaddiyya community. 

One day during Pesach, we welcomed a 

group of ten ladies from their community 

to the Synagogue. I gave them a tour, 

opened up and read from a Torah, 

answered their questions and concluded 

by lighting the candles and offering them 

a non-alcoholic, non-chametz, kiddush. 

For most of these ladies, many of whom 

were young mothers, it was their first 

experience of meeting a Jew, let alone 

being inside a synagogue and finding out 

about who we are, what we believe and 

what we do. 

A very warm feeling developed from the 

meeting, and I learnt much about them 

during that afternoon. The Ahmadiyya 

Muslims are a relatively modern Muslim 

denomination established in Pakistan in 

1889 by their founder, Mirza Ghulam 

Ahmad. He had essentially grown tired of 

what he saw as the incorrect teaching of 

Islam in the mainstream and believed 

that ‘divinely inspired reforms were 

needed’. He set up his own branch of 

worship, emphasising non-violence and 

tolerance of other faiths, which quickly 

became successful. But it has not been 

popular with some more orthodox 

Muslim groups. According to the BBC, 

they are described by human rights 

groups as among the most ‘relentlessly 

persecuted in Pakistan’, where it is 

considered to be illegal. In addition, in 

2008, in Indonesia, there was a spate of 

attacks against Ahmadiyya mosques by 

extremists, and moves by the 

government to restrict the sect. 

It is however the fastest growing stream 

of Islam in the world, with branches in 

over 206 countries and a global 

membership estimated to be up to twenty 

million. The group continues to be 

known for being very vocal in 

condemning violence and their current 

leader, Caliph Mirza Masroor Ahmad, is 

known for travelling the world and 

talking to leaders, in order to encourage 

peaceful solutions to the world’s 

conflicts. Indeed, the group organises an 

annual peace conference in London 

which is attended by politicians and 

community leaders of every faith and 

background.  I was unable to take up 

their invitation to attend in 2017 but 

hope to do so next year. 

Following that first encounter, we 

received a reciprocal invitation. And so in 

November 2016, on Mitzvah Day, a 

group of twenty five students and parents 

from our Or Shabbat and B’nei Mitzvah 

groups went to the Baitul Futuh Mosque, 

now the world headquarters of the 

Ahmadiyya movement in Morden, South 

London. We took a tour of the complex, 

before meeting the Imam, who addressed 

us warmly, and finally shared 

refreshments with families from the 

community. The mosque is actually the 

largest in the world but despite the scale 

of its cavernous prayer hall there is still a 

very tangible feeling of peace, calm and 

intimacy. There was also an exchange of 

gifts - we gave them Shabbat shalom 

cards made by our children, and a book 

about the history of the Czech Scrolls. 

The Imam presented us with a Quran and 

his best wishes for our community. 

We have remained in touch and we were 

delighted that Ayesha and a group of high 

school and university girls accepted the 

invitation to attend one of our Shabbat 

services on March 18th. They began by 

joining our assembly at Or Shabbat, 

meeting the children and parents, after 

which they came up to the sanctuary for 

the service. It was actually a special 

service in other ways, as the children and 

parents of Kita Gimel and Kita Daled 

were participating that day. Their 

presence made it all the more 

momentous, however, especially when 

Ayesha, the group leader, came to the 

bimah to present a reading about the 

responsibility we share for peace, as 

written by the current Caliph himself. 

Another poignant moment was when 

Rabbi Thomas blessed our children and 

theirs together under the tallit, having 

delivered a moving sermon embracing 

our many commonalities. 

The whole congregation came together 

for Kiddush after the service where the 

exchange of gifts continued. We 

presented them with a TaNaKh, and they 

gave a us hamper of food, and a framed 

certificate commemorating our 

friendship. 

In today’s world, just as Fatima and Yaffa 

do in that storybook, it is so important to 

build connections, which lead to 

understanding, respect, and friendship, 

and the kind of peace that develops when 

we all guard each other's backs. We are 

delighted to have established this 

interfaith relationship and not least 

because for the children of our 

community and theirs, it represents the 

best model of how we ought to behave 

and coexist: as partners, neighbours with 

differences to be cherished and 

understood, but above all with so much 

to share. 

Education 

by 

Nick 
Young       

Head of 
Education 
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Saturday 16th September 
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Friday 29th September 
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Wednesday 4th October 
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Thursday 5th October 

 

Sukkot Last Day 

Thursday 12th October 
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