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Chapter Ten

B E T W E E N  T H E  W A R S 
1 9 1 9  –  1 9 3 9 

“Curious! I seem to hear a child weeping” 

Will Dyson 

If the actual scale of the slaughter of “the war to end all wars” was largely 
due to the failure of the generals and their thinking, the failure of the 

peace settlement was largely due to the failure of the politicians and 
their thinking. One of the comparatively few contemporaries to grasp 
that failure and its implications, curiously enough, was an Australian 
illustrator, political cartoonist and poet, Will Dyson (1880-1938). In 
1919 Dyson was working in London and on 17 May the Daily Herald 
published the iconic cartoon for which he is best known and which many 
regard as the most astonishingly prophetic political cartoon of all time. 
It shows Wilson, the US President, Lloyd George and Orlando, the UK 
and Italian Prime Ministers, leaving a meeting of the Peace Conference 
with Georges Clemenceau, the French Prime Minister, “the Tiger”. It 
was Clemenceau, the President of the Conference, whose visceral hatred 
of Germany and the Germans and determination “to make Germany 
pay” set the tone – a tone which Lloyd George was more than ready to 
follow, as Cabinet Secretary Maurice Hankey’s diary reveals:1 

Lloyd George, under the stimulus of our remarkable military success, 
showed a very hard attitude, talking of judgements and penalties. I fear 
he may over-rate our power and miss securing a good peace which will, as 
far as possible, remove bones of contention … [He] is out for blood and 
wants to give Germany a thorough hiding. In fact he actually used the 
term “destroy Germany” as punishment for the atrocities by land and sea. 
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Dyson’s caption reads “Curious! I seem to hear a child weeping”. The 
child represents the “call-up” class of 1940. Dyson was only one year out 
in his prediction although Hankey’s diary reveals that the popular mood 
of the time notwithstanding, there were thoughtful and well-informed 
people who could see that humiliating Germany was merely storing up 
a great pack of political troubles for the future.2 If Clausewitz was right 
and “Victory is the creation of a better political reality” then the allied 
“victory” was at best hollow. 

Not the least of those troubles was the tremendous impetus it gave to an 
instinctive need among those who had endured such appalling suffering to 
find a scapegoat. In Britain this manifested itself in the relatively harmless 
anodyne of blaming the generals – more specifically “cavalry” generals. 
This was hardly a rational reaction but it was surprisingly widespread 
even among those who really should have known better. It suited the 
prejudices of the time: cavalry officers, so a popular notion went, were 
useless upper-class wastrels who had used their connections to acquire a 

Will Dyson’s prophetic 
cartoon which appeared 
in the Daily Herald on 
13 May 1919.
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stranglehold on senior military appointments; everyone knew that. Some 
may have been useless but the belief that they dominated senior ranks 
was complete nonsense and yet this absurd myth persisted. “The army 
chiefs were mostly horsemen … ” (Lloyd George, War Memoirs). “ … 
most British Generals were cavalry men.” (AJP Taylor, The First World 
War). “All our generals were cavalrymen … ” (Robert Graves, Promises 
of Greatness). Lloyd George, of course, had been Prime Minister for the 
latter part of the war, AJP Taylor was an Oxford professor and a leading 
historian of the period and Robert Graves, a noted poet and classicist who 
had himself been a serving officer on the Western Front and seriously 
injured at the Battle of the Somme. Had any of them bothered to consult 
the Army List they would have discovered that the British Army in 1914 
had altogether eight Field Marshals (excluding royalty) of whom two 
were cavalrymen, 18 full Generals, of whom one was a cavalryman, 27 
Lieutenant-Generals, of whom three were cavalrymen and 114 Major-
Generals of whom eight were cavalrymen. 

But Germany had not only been impoverished by the terms of the 
Versailles Treaty. Under the Weimar Republic stratospheric inflation 
which by the middle of November 1923 had resulted in an exchange rate 
of 4.2 billion marks against the US dollar had a devastating effect on the 
German middle classes and indeed on anyone whose savings were not 
directly asset based. Perhaps more significant than the direct economic 
loss and disruption was the fact that she had been humiliated. And how 
was such a great nation as Germany going to react to that humiliation?

For complex historical reasons anti-semitism had had a long and tragic 
history in Europe but under the influence of the Enlightenment and as 
a result of increasing integration it had been of declining significance 
for most of the 19th century. In its last years, however, there had been 
a sudden resurgence which was to cast a terrible shadow over the whole 
of the 20th century. It reached its apogee with the advent of Hitler in 
Germany and the Second World War, and its effects are with us still. It 
all began by the arrival in Central and Western Europe of the flood of 
Jewish refugees from the pogroms of Tsarist Russia. France, for example, 
had experienced the extraordinary anti-semitic eruption both illustrated 
and exacerbated by the infamous Dreyfus affair.3 Captain Dreyfus’s cause 
had prompted energetic support from France’s left-inclined intelligentsia 
which in turn had resulted an equally energetic reaction from their 
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opponents – right wing traditionalist Catholic monarchists with their 
inherent tendency to anti-semitism. 

Both Austria and Germany had equally experienced a rash of anti-
semitism, albeit in a rather different form and without the catalyst of the 
unfortunate Captain Dreyfus. In Vienna an increasing Jewish presence 
in the city had prompted anti-Jewish antagonism from about 1890 
onwards among the city’s working and small shopkeeper classes who 
regarded the new arrivals as competing for jobs and trade respectively. 
This was articulated by the lawyer politician Karl Lueger who founded 
the Christlichsoziale Partei (Christian Social Party) in 1893 which quickly 
became a serious player in the politics of the time. Eventually he managed 
to become Mayor of Vienna in 1897 – a position which he held until his 
death in 1910. To his great credit, the Emperor Franz Jozef, would have 
no truck with the fashionable anti-semitism of the day; he managed to 
block Lueger’s accession to the mayoralty on three occasions, although 
he eventually succumbed to pressure from the Vatican in Lueger’s favour. 
One feature of the prevailing anti-Jewish mood which particularly baffled 
the deeply Catholic Emperor was its prevalence among the Austrian 
upper classes. “Among the highest social circles”, he wrote to the 
Empress Elisabeth in December 1895 “anti-semitism is an extraordinarily 
widespread disease and the agitation is unbelievable”. Much later, after the 
outbreak of war, Russian successes in Galicia were forcing thousands more 
Jewish refugees into Vienna, thereby causing acute difficulties for the city 
authorities. This prompted Richard Weiskirchner, Lueger’s successor as 
mayor, to suggest that they be settled in camps in Moravia. The Emperor 
would have none of it: “If Vienna has no more room for refugees” he had 
observed testily to Weiskirchner, “I shall make Schönbrunn available for 
my Jewish subjects.” No more was heard about concentrating them in 
camps in Moravia. 

In fact, despite his subsequent eulogy by Hitler in Mein Kampf, Lueger 
himself was, by all accounts, a popular and genial man, very much in 
the Austrian tradition of Gemütlichkeit and his municipal authority in 
Vienna had been fairly efficient and liberal. Certainly, his anti-semitism 
seems to have been more of a veneer designed to achieve electoral support 
rather than based on any personal animosity towards Jews. Once, asked 
to explain why so many of his friends were Jews, he famously replied “I 
decide who is a Jew!” 
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Germany too, had earlier experienced a very similar phenomenon 
when the Protestant pastor Adolf Stoecker had formed the Christlich-
Soziale Arbeitpartei which even changed its name in 1881 to the almost 
identical Christlich-Soziale Partei. In Germany, however, the party had 
less influence amongst the German, especially the Prussian, aristocratic 
landowners, as it was more overtly socialist in tone than its Austrian 
counterpart. Also, the German anti-semitism was rather more sinister. 
Franz Jozef’s bewilderment and irritation at the phenomenon was 
definitely not shared by Kaiser Wilhelm. Notoriously “anti-Jewish” before 
the outbreak of war, the experience of defeat only served to convince 
him that Germany’s disaster at the hand of the Allies and especially the 
Americans was all the fault of the Jews. On 2 December 1919 just over 
a year after his abdication whilst in exile in the Netherlands the former 
Kaiser wrote to Field Marshal von Mackensen “Germany had been egged 
on and misled by the tribe of Judah. Let no German ever forget this, 
nor rest until these parasites have been destroyed and exterminated from 
German soil ... the Jews are a nuisance that humanity must get rid of 
some way or other. I believe the best would be gas.” 

How did Britain fit into this picture? By 1911 its Jewish population 
had increased very significantly, the majority being fairly recent 
immigrants from Russia and Poland. Like all immigrants everywhere 
these newcomers tended to settle where there were existing Jewish 
communities, with their own Jewish shops and synagogues. This in 
practice meant major cities such as London, Manchester, Leeds and 
Glasgow. Somewhat surprisingly the main source of friction in that year 
was in Cardiff, where the Jewish population of Wales was quite tiny – 
about 1,800. There were, however, local aggravating factors, including 
an eleven-month strike in the mining industry, combined with a railway 
strike, resulting in trouble which the authorities had sought to contain by 
dispatching a contingent of Metropolitan Police to the city to patrol strike 
areas. Members of the Cardiff Jewish community were generally neither 
miners nor railwaymen but were fairly well-represented among the small 
local shopkeepers whose prices had risen as a result of the strikes. With 
the lack of logic that is so often characteristic of such situations, this had 
resulted in what Home Secretary Winston Churchill had described as a 
“pogrom”. Pogrom or not, he felt obliged to dispatch the Worcestershire 
Regiment to restore order. In January of that same year London’s Evening 
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Standard had begun to publish a series of articles on the “alien problem” 
(For “alien” read “Jewish”). The first, which appeared on 25 January, was 
headlined: PROBLEM OF THE ALIEN – LONDON OVERRUN 
BY UNDESIRABLES – VAST FOREIGN AREAS – A GROWING 
MENACE. 

The middle and upper classes on the whole were inclined to distance 
themselves from the cruder aspects of anti-semitism as manifested by 
rioting in working-class areas. For them it took a more subdued form: 
non-acceptance of applications for membership of golf clubs and such 
like. 

The outbreak of war three years later had of course given Home 
Secretaries, police, army and headline writers more pressing worries but 
the so-called “Jewish question” was not one that was going to go away. 
Indeed, the pre-war experience in trying to resolve it led to the well-
intentioned but incautious “Balfour Declaration” which lies at the very 
heart of the seemingly insoluble problems of the Middle East in our own 
day. In one sense, of course, the “Jewish Question” hardly impinged on 
the City of York at all since its Jewish population was negligible. This was 
due to the infamous massacre of Jews at Clifford’s Tower in 1190. The 
York Hebrew Congregation had been formed in 1892 and a room at 9 
Aldwark had been rented for services. When first established there had 
been about 20 families but by 1956 there were no more than eight and 
there was no resident Rabbi by this date. The Aldwark synagogue finally 
closed in 1975, although recently a newly established Liberal Jewish 
Community has been recognised by the Liberal Judaism Council and it 
is hoped to appoint a part-time Rabbi in the not too distance future. 
Nevertheless the “Jewish Question” was to become a leitmotiv of events 
on the continent of Europe which were to have a profound effect on the 
lives of all of us over the following years. To these events we shall have 
to return. 

The first general meeting of the Society following the end of hostilities 
was held on 7 February 1919. Members could at last contemplate the 
return of some form of normality although demobilisation was clearly 
going to take some time. The committee noted “the great and useful 
work” of the Advisory Committee set up to advise the military authorities 
on claims for exemption raised by solicitors. After expressing their thanks 
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to Mr AE Walster who had supervised the work, they noted that the 
Advisory Committee had met on thirteen occasions. Their advice had 
clearly been persuasive since out of a total of 56 cases, not one had been 
rejected by the military. 

Before turning to their nomination of Vice-President for 1919 and the 
award of the Society’s Prize, the committee turned to the subject which 
must have been very much on the minds of the entire membership: 

Your Committee feel that some reference must be made to the ending 
of hostilities in the great war. They congratulate the members of the 
Society on the manner in which the legal business of the City and the 
neighbourhood has been conducted throughout the trying time of the 
war, with depleted staffs and in the absence of many younger members of 
the profession and would fain hope that in the near future the difficulties 
which have arisen in the past will be much alleviated. They have had under 
consideration the resumption of the Annual Dinner, but have decided 
that this should be deferred until “Peace” has actually been declared and 
the food restrictions are somewhat modified. It is hoped, however, that a 
special dinner in celebration of Peace may be held during the current year. 

A dinner was certainly held on 3 February 1920 attended by 46 members 
and seven guests, including the Dean of York, the Lord Mayor and 
Lt-General Ivor Maxse, GOC Northern Command although it is not 
described in the Society’s records as being a special dinner. At the general 
meeting held earlier in the day the committee noted that in the course of 
the past year many solicitors, articled clerks and other clerks had returned 
from the war, thus enabling members to carry on their business more 
normally, the pressure of work had still been very considerable “owing to 
the large quantity of property which has been put into the market from 
one cause and another” and that most solicitors had found it difficult to 
carry on their normal business “and well nigh impossible to cope with 
arrears which in many cases had accumulated during the war”. There was 
also a stark reference to the housing problem: 

The greatest difficulty which has confronted the Profession and the public 
during the past year has undoubtedly been the housing question and the 
acuteness of this difficulty is shown by the fact that during the year two 
Acts of Parliament have been passed restricting the ordinary rights of 
ownership of property. This, however, is only a palliative and merely 
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transfers the difficulty of the Government, to provide accommodation, 
from their own shoulders to those of the owners of houses, and it is open 
to argument whether the real evil would not have been better dealt with 
and the manifest inconvenience have been less, if the Government had 
set to work in the provision of houses and accommodation and allowed 
the Law to remain as it was or only amended it to the extent necessary 
to prevent manifest hardship and injustice. Unfortunately the difficulty 
appears to be increasing rather than diminishing at present. 

The reality of the problem to which the committee alluded is vividly 
illustrated by a report that appeared in the Yorkshire Herald on 5 February 
1920. Under the headline “A House to Let!” the paper continued: 

A York Gentleman who advertised a house to sell or let “with prompt 
possession” in Tuesday’s “Yorkshire Evening Press” had his house besieged 
with applicants and altogether spent a rather uncomfortable evening. 

The first arrivals reached his house about 5.30 p.m, and from that time 
onwards there was an almost endless procession of would-be tenants 
many of whom had left home without hats and coats in their haste. A 
long queue was formed outside the advertiser’s garden gate and on one 
occasion when the door was opened to admit an applicant the entrance 
was almost rushed by others frantically pressing behind. 

It is estimated that there were close on fifty applicants for the house 
on Tuesday night alone, and the advertiser’s first concern as soon as he 
had breathing space, was to send an urgent telephone message to the 
“Yorkshire Evening Press” office requesting that the advertisement should 
not be repeated! 

A striking feature of the committee’s report is that it illustrates the 
remarkable shift in perception that had occurred as the result of war-
induced “big government”.4 It is unlikely that it would have occurred to 
any member of the Society in 1914 that “the provision of houses and 
accommodation” was somehow the direct responsibility of government 
but it is clear from public debates and press reports of the time that the 
presumed responsibilities of “the government” had been much extended by 
experience of war. Another striking feature is that it marks the beginning 
of the housing problem in England in its modern form. In its original 
form it had been essentially concerned with urban slums – the product of 
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the industrial revolution particularly in London and in the manufacturing 
conurbations of the north. That is not to say that rural slums did not exist, 
simply that they were not so concentrated. Seebohm Rowntree’s report 
Poverty – A Study of Town Life published in 1901 had served as a vivid 
reminder of the true condition of working class housing, where one in 
four infants died during the first year of life and successive governments 
were beginning to deal with it. The war, however, had brought about a 
rather different problem: a serious overall shortage. With so many men 
fighting for King and Country and so many women working in munitions 
factories, transport and other essential occupations, house building had 
virtually ceased. That, together with significant movements of population 
due to the exigencies of war had produced a crisis. 5 Parliament’s response 
had been to pass the Increase of Rent and Mortgage Interest (War 
Restrictions) Act 1915. This was followed by a series of amending acts in 
1917, 1918 and 1919 but the original act of 1915 proved to be the first of 
many more under the general rubric of “the Rent Acts” which survived in 
one form or another into the 1930s and every subsequent decade until the 
1980s. The key features of all of them were to control rents and provide a 
very large measure of security of tenure. Over time the practical effect of 
this well-meaning legislation was to bring about the disappearance of the 
private landlord, since the first reaction of any landlord subject to a Rent 
Act tenancy was to sell immediately if he were lucky enough to obtain 
vacant possession and nobody, of course, would deliberately seek to create 
such a tenancy. The unintended effect was to prompt the beginning of 
Britain’s long term obsession with house ownership, and ultimately 
encourage over-borrowing which has made a significant contribution to 
our recent economic woes. 

Of much less general significance than national housing policy was the 
confirmation of the decision taken by the Society at the previous general 
meeting in 1921 that remains current policy to this day: 

It will be remembered that at the Annual Dinner last year each Member 
paid for his own dinner instead of the cost being defrayed by the Society. 
The condition of your Society’s finances renders it necessary that the same 
practice should be followed this year and your Committee hope that there 
may be as good an attendance this year as there was on the last occasion. 
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War always has its casualties, major and minor. The loss of “free dinners” 
for the Society’s members must be counted a very minor one. 

Of more significance during the immediate post-war period was the 
matter of clerks’ salaries. At a meeting of the Society on 9 April 1920 
it was reported that an application had been received from the York 
and District Law Clerks Association on the subject of remuneration. 
This was read and discussed and resulted in the appointment of a 
sub-committee consisting of the President, Secretary and three other 
members, G Crombie, A Procter and B Dodsworth. This sub-committee 
duly reported on 7 May 1920, concluding that the law clerks had made 
“an unanswerable case for a considerable rise in the scale of salaries at 
present prevailing”, their recommendation to members being a scale of 
40/- per week at age 21, 60/- per week at age 25 and 80/- per week at 
age 30. Thereafter the sub-committee felt that remuneration should be 
a matter of arrangement “consideration being given to ability, length of 
service &c”. These recommendations included a proviso that to enable 
solicitors “to meet the extra charges thrown upon them” the scale fixed by 
the Solicitors Remuneration Act [1881] in conveyancing matters should 
be strictly adhered to in all cases and in all offices”.

 These recommendations were accepted as regards the remuneration 
proposed, subject to the proviso “that in country places, as for instance 
Tadcaster, Richmond, Scarborough &c, some latitude should be allowed”. 
There were two further provisos, firstly as to a provision in the clerks’ scale 
regarding “typists and copyists over 21 having salaries according to age 
and ability from £100 to £160 per annum” to be included and secondly 
that it be “left to the committee to take all steps in their power to bring 
this before the whole of the members of the Society and to get the written 
assent of all members thereto”. The sub-committee was asked to meet 
the clerks again “and to lay the proposals before them with a view to 
settlement of the whole matter”. The requested further meeting with the 
clerks took place on 1 June 1920 and whilst the proposed scale up to 
age 30 seems to have been accepted without demur, there was clearly 
an issue between the parties concerning senior clerks. An exchange of 
correspondence followed from which it seems that the parties agreed 
to disagree on the question of chief clerks and others over 30 “doing 
important work with slight supervision”. A month or so later, on 5 July, 
the Society resolved “after a very long discussion”: 
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That having dealt with the question of minimum wages, the Society 
cannot see their way to pass any recommendation with regard to Clerks 
over 30 as they consider that the question of their remuneration should be 
a matter of negotiation between each solicitor and his Clerk but that it be 
a recommendation to all members of the Society periodically to consider 
the matter of the wages of the Clerks over 30. 

The question of early closing on Saturdays had also been raised by the 
Clerks and here the Society seems to have been more emollient: “The 
question of 1 o’clock closing on Saturday was considered and it was 
decided that Offices should close at 1 o’clock on one day in the week 
Saturday if possible.”

It is very clear from the minutes of this and earlier meetings that the 
question of clerks’ remuneration was closely linked in members’ minds 
to scale fees for conveyancing. The same meeting also passed another 
resolution on that issue: 

That the making of a Charge for Conveyancing Work under any 
circumstances at a rate below the Scale under the Solicitors Remuneration 
Act (exclusive of out of pocket expenses) except under such circumstances 
as shall be previously approved by the Committee be condemned; that any 
Member of the Society in contravention of this Resolution be regarded 
as guilty of conduct unbecoming a member of this Society. Provided that 
this Resolution shall not apply to Building Land or Friendly Societies 
scales of charges for mortgage work. 

What is interesting about the Society’s dealings with the York & District 
Law Clerks Association is that it seems to have been its first and last 
encounter with anything resembling a trade union or collective bargaining. 
Unions and unionism were a controversial topic at the time. Trade Unions 
were nothing new but parliament had always traditionally viewed them 
and any attempt at what we would call “collective bargaining” with grave 
suspicion ever since the Labourers, Artificers etc Act 1349 had attempted 
to deal (quite ineffectually) with labour problems resulting from the effects 
of the Black Death. There had been a further flurry of parliamentary 
concern about Jacobinism at the time of the French Revolutionary wars 
at the very end of the 18th century. Two “Combination” Acts passed 
at that time had been repealed and replaced by the Combinations of 
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Workmen Act 1825 which had grudgingly accepted the existence of trade 
unions but had severely restricted their activities. Further recognition had 
been granted by the Trade Union Act 1871. Early in the 20th century, 
however, the legal equilibrium was brutally shattered by a decision of the 
House of Lords in Taff Vale Railway Company v Amalgamated Society of 
Railway Servants [1901] AC 426 usually referred to simply as “the Taff 
Vale Railway case”. 

The litigation had been provoked by an acrimonious union-organised 
strike on the Taff Vale Railway in South Wales. The strike itself had been 
marred by various acts of sabotage, greasing rails, uncoupling waggons 
and the like. Such conduct would not have endeared the strikers to the 
judiciary of any period, and certainly not that of the early 20th century. 
The strike settled as strikes usually do, but to the union’s astonishment the 
railway company then brought proceedings against the union, claiming 
£23,000 for economic loss arising from the strike. The plaintiffs succeeded 
at first instance but the judgment was overturned on appeal. The case then 
went to the House of Lords who restored the original judgment. It was 
not only the union that was astonished by the outcome. Even lawyers 
had assumed up to that point that such a claim was impossible. The 
effect of the judgment was immediate, profound and long-lasting, not 
least by the impetus it gave to the fledgling Labour Party. In 1901 the 
number of affiliations from Trades Unions to the Labour Representative 
Committee was about 350,000. By the following year there were about 
450,000 and by 1903 this had risen to 850,000 or so. Politically, and 
despite the enactment of the Trades Disputes Act 1906 by the Liberal 
government following their landslide victory of that year, the judgment 
also had a significant effect on the development of the Labour party in its 
20th century form and, from the 1920s onwards, its supplanting of the 
Liberal Party as the principal left-of-centre party in British politics. 

But whatever their political prejudices may have been, the sub-
committee appointed to negotiate with the York & District Law Clerks 
Association seem to have reacted with sympathy to the problems of 
their junior members at least. No other construction is possible in the 
light of their unambiguous statement that the Association had made 
“an unanswerable case for a considerable rise in the scale of salaries at 
present prevailing”. One can also sympathise with their conclusion that 
the remuneration of more senior clerks “should be a matter of negotiation 
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between each solicitor” and the person concerned. Members of the Society 
would have been well-aware of the financial and other difficulties, such as 
housing, resulting from over four years of war. 

Anti-semitism, housing and labour relations were not to be the only 
troubles to burden British society during the inter-war years. Another 
was the great financial crisis of 1929 and the ensuing great depression. Its 
effect on most of the western world was disastrous. Its effect on defeated 
Germany, following so soon after “the great inflation” was not only 
another financial catastrophe but combined with pre-existing anti-semitic 
tendencies with results now long familiar to the entire world. Outside 
Germany, however, the 1920s had been a period of increasing financial 
confidence. Perhaps the writing was on the wall but most people did not 
see it and those who did chose to ignore what they saw. Commenting 
about their own bank (Barclays) in the period from 1926 onwards, AW 
Tuke and RGH Gillman6 stressed the continuing pre-eminence of 
London as a world financial centre: 

In the beginning of this period the country was on the gold standard, 
the post war boom was continuing and the confidence in sterling was 
strong. Because it was the major world currency, a large proportion of 
international trade was settled in sterling and the bill on London was the 
accepted method of finance and payment for goods whether or not they 
touched the UK. The sterling documentary acceptance credit enjoyed its 
heyday … Exchange dealing was unrestricted up to 1939 and the London 
exchange market was the world centre for foreign currency dealings 
… At this time it was very rare for any of the Chief Foreign Branch 
management to travel overseas as funds and business flowed to London 
almost automatically because of the special position of sterling as a means 
of settling international debts. Foreign bankers came to London to ask 
for lines of credit and when we opened an account abroad we did so on 
our own terms. 

However, the buoyant economic euphoria of the 1920s was to come to an 
abrupt end with the 1929 Wall Street crash and subsequent depression. 
One effect of this was to prompt a growing public concern over defaulting 
solicitors. Fifty years earlier Anthony Trollope7 had put into the mouth 
of his fictional character, senator Gotobed, the words which sum up an 
inherent problem with legal practice: “It is a noble profession, that of the 



196

law; the finest perhaps that the work of the world affords; but it gives scope 
and temptation to roguery.” That temptation becomes all the greater in 
times of economic stress although as often as not it is fuelled simply by 
greed and lack of moral scruple; also, because of the way in which the 
legal profession is organised in this country, the scope is increased for 
solicitors because they handle client monies. 

In the minutes of a meeting of the committee held on 23 April 1929 
(which was actually some months before the great crash) appears the 
following: 

Defaulting Solicitors – The Law Society’s proposals and a subsequent 
letter from the Law Society were considered.They stated that at a joint 
meeting with the Associated Provincial Law Societies there was an 
almost unanimous wish that the subject should be dealt with. It was 
proposed by Mr ER Dodsworth Seconded by Mr HL Swift and resolved 
that this Society is not prepared to support any scheme for indemnifying 
Defaulting Solicitors’ clients. 

Less than a year later, at a meeting on 13 March 1930 the matter was 
once more before the Committee. Under the same rubric of “Defaulting 
Solicitors” appears the following minute: 

A memorandum issued by the Law Society dealing with the two proposals 
(a) compulsory membership of the Law Society and (b) Insurance was 
read but deferred until the Committee had had an opportunity of dealing 
with it. 

At the next meeting of the Committee on 11 June 1930 its members had 
rather more to go on and they seem to have gone on it: 

The recommendation of the Law Society including the draft of the 
Solicitors Act 1930 and the recommendation of the Staffordshire Law 
Society were considered. 

The approval of the Law Society’s bill was proposed and seconded but 
after some discussion this Resolution was withdrawn. 

Mr ER Dodsworth then proposed and Mr JL Whitehead seconded That 
we do not support any bill containing any provisions for making a relief 
fund for objects of defaulting solicitors (sic). This was carried 11 votes for 
it and 4 against. 
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Mr ER Dodsworth then proposed and Mr E Stanley Jones seconded That 
membership of the Law Society be compulsory. This was carried with one 
dissentient. 

Mr E Stanley Jones proposed and Mr HC Scott seconded That the 
Society approve the proposals of the North Staffordshire Law Society 
with the exception of clause 7(D) (relating to the provision of a fund to 
make up defalcations). This was carried with two dissentients.

Mr HL Swift then proposed and Mr NT Crombie seconded That separate 
accounts be kept of clients’ monies. This was carried. 

Mr CC Lucas proposed and Mr KET Wilkinson seconded That a 
Solicitor must keep accounts containing such particulars and information 
as to money received, held or paid for or on account of clients as may be 
prescribed by the Rules made by the Law Society with the concurrence of 
the Master of the Rolls. This was carried. 

Reading between the lines it must have been quite a lively meeting.8 The 
“draft” Act considered by the Committee eventually came into effect on 
1 October 1932 as the Solicitors Act of that year but the establishment of 
the Statutory Compensation Fund had to await the enactment of Section 
2 of the Solicitors Act 1941. Despite the fact that parliament doubtless 
had more immediately pressing problems on its mind in that year, it still 
found time to enact S.2(1): 

A fund to be called “the Compensation Fund” shall be established, 
maintained and administered by the [Law] Society for enabling the 
Society to make grants thereout in any case which the Council thinks 
suitable for such treatment … for the purposes of relieving or mitigating 
losses sustained by any person in consequence of the dishonesty of any 
solicitor … in connection with such solicitor’s practice … or any trust of 
which such solicitor was a trustee …

In later years the existence of that statutory Compensation Fund was to 
prove a useful marketing tool for the profession but the Society seems not 
to have appreciated its potential at the time. 

In Britain the resurgent anti-semitism of pre-war days remained under 
the surface but was yet to become fulminating at a political level. On 24 
April 1932, just two years after the Society had declined to give its approval 
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to any creation of a compensation fund, a group of 500 or so ramblers 
led by a campaigning young Manchester communist, Benny Rothman, 
set out from Hayfield and Edale on a mass trespass to Kinder Scout, 
the highest peak in the Derbyshire Peak District, owned by the Duke of 
Devonshire and forming part of his grouse moor. They were confronted by 
armed gamekeepers specially engaged for the occasion for His Grace was 
determined not to have his grouse moor disturbed by these interlopers. 
The confrontation made the national headlines and was followed by the 
prosecution of Rothman and five other supposed ringleaders on various 
charges including riotous assembly, assault and incitement. In fact, by 
comparison with riots of more recent times, the actual damage was 
relatively minor. According to a contemporary newspaper report9 “There 
will be plenty of bruises carefully nursed in the Gorton and other parts 
of Manchester tonight, but no-one was at all seriously hurt except one 
keeper, Mr. E. Beaver, who was knocked unconscious and damaged his 
ankle.” The absence of serious hurt notwithstanding, the case still came 
on for trial at Derby assizes the following July. One of the accused was 
acquitted but the remaining five received sentences of imprisonment 
between two and six months. In his summing up Acton J observed that 
liberties could not be exercised in such a way as to amount to riot or 
unlawful assembly or to disturb the public peace and strike terror and 
alarm into the hearts of the King’s subjects. In the course of it he had also 
made a slightly ambiguous remark: “I am sure”, he said, that “the jury 
would not be prejudiced by the foreign sounding names of two or three 
of the defendants”. 

Apart from Benny Rothman himself, the other “foreign sounding” 
defendants he had in mind were clearly David Nussbaum and Julius 
Clyne. Was this a genuine attempt to warn the jury about prejudice 
against “foreign sounding” (aka Jewish) defendants or was it more in the 
tradition of Shakespeare’s Mark Antony (“for Brutus is an honourable 
man”)? Perhaps the learned judge should be given the benefit of any 
doubt. However, casual anti-Jewish prejudice among all classes was 
notoriously prevalent at the time, but perhaps more ominously among 
the upper classes, as they had influence. The Great Depression was to 
act as the catalyst in this country for something rather more sinister than 
“casual anti-Jewish prejudice” – it was responsible for the phenomenon of 
Mosleyite fascism in the following years leading up to the Second World 
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War. In Germany, of course, the effect was to be infinitely more sinister 
and bring about the meteoric rise of Adolf Hitler and within a few years 
the Holocaust. 

Sir Oswald Ernald Mosley, 6th Baronet of Ancoats (1896-1980) was 
in many ways one of the most curious, sinister and chameleon-like figures 
of British public and political life of the 20th century but his real period of 
prominence was in the troubled decade of the 1930s when he was never 
out of the public eye. His early career had been typical of that background 
and that period. Educated at Winchester, he was commissioned in the 
16th Queen’s Lancers with whom he saw action on the Western Front 
before transferring to the Royal Flying Corps where at one period of the 
war the average life expectancy of young officers was just 23 days, although 
six weeks seems to have been more typical. Injured in a flying accident 
which left him with a permanent limp, he returned to the trenches before 
he had fully recovered but had to end the war in various desk jobs at 
the Ministry of Munitions and the Foreign Office. At the end of the 
war Mosley decided to enter politics and in the General Election held in 
December 1918 he was returned as Conservative Member of Parliament 
for Harrow to become the youngest member to take his seat. He was just 
22. 

In May 1920 Mosley married Lady Cynthia Curzon, the daughter of 
Lord Curzon of Kedleston, former Viceroy of India and Foreign Secretary. 
In addition to HM King George and Queen Mary, the wedding guests 
included other European royalty. So far, so predictable; like so many of 
his background, his future in Conservative politics seemed assured, but 
it was not to be. Mosley, although having quickly attracted attention as 
a speaker in the House of Commons, equally quickly found himself at 
odds with the coalition government over Irish policy, in particular with 
regard to the use of police auxiliaries, the “Black and Tans”. It was not 
long before he “crossed the floor”, sitting as an Independent and retaining 
his seat in the general elections of 1922 and 1923. In 1924 he joined 
the Independent Labour Party. Later that year he was to oppose Neville 
Chamberlain in the Birmingham Ladywood constituency when he was 
only narrowly defeated but later returned to parliament as Labour member 
for the Smethwick constituency in the general election in December 1926. 
Thereafter Mosley and his wife became committed Fabians. Following 
the general election of 1929 and the premiership of Ramsay MacDonald 
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he found himself Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster. However, it was 
not long before he fell out with the Labour Party just as he had fallen out 
with the Conservatives in the early 1920s but this time it was over their 
policy (or lack of policy as he saw it) for dealing with the dire economic 
situation and the crisis of unemployment. 

From this period onwards he turned more and more to the fascist 
philosophy of the corporate state, mainly exemplified at the time by the 
Italians under Mussolini who had come to power there in 1922. One of 
the problems, of course, for any discussion of politics at this period is 
that “fascism” has ceased to be simply descriptive of a particular political 
philosophy and become a vulgar term of abuse, having been hijacked by 
continental dictators with their own pernicious agenda. Endowed with 
uncritical 21st century retrospection, it is easy to forget that in the 1920s 
and 30s many perfectly reasonable people, in despair over the economic 
and social problems of the day, were prepared at least to give it a try 
as a possible solution. After all, early supporters of Mosley’s corporatist 
ideas included not only the future Conservative Prime Minister Harold 
Macmillan but equally that doyen of the left and future architect of the 
National Health Service and deputy leader of the Labour Party, Aneurin 
Bevan. And even 30 years later, in 1961, another doyen of the left, 
Richard Crossman, was to describe Mosley’s proposals for a programme 
of public works to tackle unemployment and tariffs to protect British 
industry in lyrical terms: “ … this brilliant memorandum was a whole 
generation ahead of Labour thinking.” Roy Jenkins in his biography of 
Stanley Baldwin10 was harsher and more succinct about Mosley: “He 
was a charismatic vulgarian, a visionary who organised thugs, and an 
improbable Wykehamist.” 

The euphoria was short-lived. Mosley went on to form the New Party 
which later metamorphasised into the British Union of Fascists which 
then quickly began to adopt the aggressively anti-Jewish policies being 
followed in Germany after the appointment of Hitler as Chancellor in 
1933. The latter’s subversion of the German state from then on was to 
have a mesmerising effect on political opinion in Britain. There was a 
growing realisation for many that perhaps after all the punitive political 
and economic restrictions imposed on Germany by the Treaty of Versailles 
had been unreasonable. Unfortunately this realisation had come too late. 
The damage had been done and no policy of appeasement was going to 
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undo it, it was merely going to encourage Hitler’s increasingly hysterical 
ambitions. From the re-occupation of the Rhineland in 1936, the 
Anschluss with Austria and the occupation of the Sudetenland in 1938, 
to the final invasion of Poland in 1939, the whole process had a tragic 
inevitability about it. 

The latter of course made a declaration of war by France and Britain 
inevitable but the infamous Munich Agreement of 29 September 1938 
had permitted Hitler to annex the Sudetenland, a part of Czechoslovakia 
with a large ethnic German population. In a gross act of appeasement 
the French and UK governments had acceded to Hitler’s demands. The 
Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, had returned from his negotiations 
with Hitler in Munich, declaring that he had come to an agreement with 
him and that there would be “peace for our time”. The audience cheered. 
What they did not know was that Hitler was furious at having been seen to 
depend on any “agreement” whatsoever and in any event held Chamberlain 
in utter contempt, viewing him as “an impertinent busybody who spoke 
the ridiculous language of an outmoded democracy”. The umbrella, which 
to the ordinary German was a symbol of peace, was in Hitler’s view only 
a subject of derision. Indeed, Hitler had been heard to say that “If that 
silly old man comes interfering here again with his umbrella, I’ll kick him 
downstairs and jump on his stomach in front of the photographers.” As 
Lloyd George perceptively remarked on the outbreak of war in September 
1939, “The worst thing Neville Chamberlain ever did was to meet Hitler 
and let Hitler see him.” But  perhaps this was being wise after the event: 
Lloyd George himself in an article in the Daily Express on 17 September 
1936 had grievously misjudged the situation in Germany following a visit 
to the Reichskanzler himself:

Those who imagine that Germany has swung back to its old imperialist 
temper cannot have any understanding of the character of the change. The 
idea of a Germany intimidating Europe with a threat that its irresistible 
army might march across frontiers forms no part in the new vision …

The radical French Prime Minister at the time, Édouard Daladier, had 
his feet far more firmly on the ground than Chamberlain. Pushed by the 
latter into doing a deal with Hitler at Munich, he had few illusions: six 
months previously, in April 1938, he had told the British that Hitler’s 
real aim was to secure 
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… a domination of the continent in comparison with which the ambitions 
of Napoleon were feeble … Today it is the turn of Czechoslovakia. 
Tomorrow it will be the turn of Poland and Romania. When Germany 
has obtained the oil and wheat it needs, she will turn on the West. 
Certainly we must multiply our efforts to avoid war. But that will not be 
obtained unless Great Britain and France stick together, intervening in 
Prague for new concessions but declaring at the same time that they will 
safeguard the independence of Czechoslovakia. If, on the contrary, the 
Western Powers capitulate again they will only precipitate the war they 
wish to avoid.

Indeed, throughout the summer of 1938 Whitehall received a series 
of intelligence reports warning that Hitler had decided to seize the 
Sudetenland by force. Some of this information came from an aristocratic 
anti-Nazi German diplomat, Wolfgang Putlitz via Peter Ustinov’s father, 
Klop Ustinov, who was working at the time with British Intelligence. 
Daladier and Putlitz’s warnings however fell on deaf ears. 

The Nazi deception was calculated and deliberate – as we know all too 
clearly from a remarkable transcript of a confidential briefing to selected 
journalists given by Joseph Goebbels on 5 April 1940, just four days 
before the invasion of Norway:

Up to now we have succeeded in leaving the enemy in the dark concerning 
Germany’s real goals, just as before 1932 our domestic foes never saw 
where we were going … That’s exactly how it was in foreign policy … In 
1933 a French premier ought to have said (and if I had been the French 
premier I would have said it): ‘The new Reich Chancellor is the man who 
wrote Mein Kampf, which says this and that. This man cannot be tolerated 
in our vicinity. Either he disappears or we march!’ But they didn’t do it. 
They left us alone and let us slip through the risky zone, and we were 
able to sail around all dangerous reefs. And when we were done, and well 
armed, better than they, then they started the war!11

On his return to Paris from Munich, Daladier was expecting a hostile 
reaction, unlike Chamberlain who was feeling very pleased with himself. 
When the French crowds cheered his arrival, he simply turned to his aide, 
Alexis Léger, and observed “Ah, les cons!” – which just about sums it all 
up. It was subsequently argued on behalf of the appeasers that neither 
France nor Britain was ready for war in 1938. This was perfectly true but 
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it was equally true of Germany. Not everything was state-of-the-art in 
the German army even after the war had begun. At the time of Munich 
the position was far worse. When Hitler’s relatively peaceful Anschluss 
or union with Austria (forbidden by the Treaty of Versailles) had taken 
place in March of that year the route of the German forces entering 
Austria was littered with broken-down army vehicles, and there had been 
no resistance! 

Throughout this period of European political turmoil the only hint 
of what was to come in the Society’s records was a brief reference in the 
minutes of the Committee’s meeting on 25 February 1937: 

It was resolved that a circular be sent out to members pointing out the 
desirability of encouraging Recruiting for the Territorial Forces and 
asking members to grant a week’s holiday with pay in addition to the 
fortnight’s training. 

What effect this resolution may have had on the Society’s members is 
difficult to gauge but certainly the real surge in recruiting did not come 
until two years later with Hitler’s final move against Czechoslovakia. 
From that moment onwards most people in Britain, after the euphoria 
of Munich, realised that any prospect of doing business with “Mr Hitler” 
was a chimera and that war was inevitable. 

As a final epitaph on this extraordinary period I can only add the 
experiences of my own family. On the afternoon of Friday 30 September 
1938 my father was on his own in London. Convinced that war was going 
to break out any day, he had just taken my mother down to Cornwall 
where she had family and friends. At a loose end, he had gone to the 
Stoll cinema in Kingsway. In the middle of the film a news flash appeared 
on the screen announcing that Neville Chamberlain had returned from 
Munich following his agreement with Hitler in Munich, and had 
announced “Peace for our time”. The audience cheered and the following 
day my father set off to Cornwall to bring my mother back to London. 
However, in the spring of 1939 he did finally decide to join the London 
Irish, a territorial regiment, as did his brother-in-law, my maternal uncle, 
although my father was subsequently posted to a regular battalion of the 
Royal Ulster Rifles. 
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An extract from page 181 of the Lincoln’s Inn Call Register for Easter Term 
1938 whereby Dr Heinrich Lietzmann, alraedy a fully qualified German and 
French barrister duly became a fully fledged member of the Bar in England on 
11 May 1938.
(Reproduced by kind permission of the Treasurer and Benchers of Lincoln’s Inn)

Then in August 1939 my parents received a lunch invitation from a 
German friend, Heinrich Lietzmann, a former pupil of my father and 
member of Lincoln’s Inn who practised at the German Bar and who was 
on a professional visit to London. My father was unable to accept as he 
was on his first TA camp in the New Forest but my mother accepted 
and she and Heinrich duly met. Over lunch the conversation inevitably 
turned to the international situation and the possibility of war between 
Britain and Germany. Heinrich thought this unlikely but my mother was 
not in doubt: “If Germany invades Poland”, she told him “Britain will go 
to war.” I never thought to ask my mother whether Heinrich thought it 
unlikely that Germany would invade Poland, or if she did that Britain 
would go to war and now I shall never know. Heinrich and my parents had 
been close friends to the point of having gone on holiday together before 
the war – a practice that was resumed afterwards when my parents visited 
Germany in 1948, the first year in which civilian visits were possible. A 
curious aspect of this story is that at the time of that lunch meeting in 
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August 1939 the anglophile Lietzmann had not only a double but a triple 
professional qualification: Rechtsanwalt in Germany, barrister-at-law in 
England and avocat à la cour in France and had already established an  
international practice in Essen. It is surprising, therefore, that he had 
such an over-sanguine view about the likelihood of a European war a 
mere month before it began. 

N O T E S 
1  Quoted by Roy Hattersley in David Lloyd George The Great Outsider Little, 

Brown – London 2010. 

2.  Maurice Hankey (1877-1963), a former Royal Marine officer, was the first 
person to hold the post of Cabinet Secretary. As an alumnus of Rugby, he 
would no doubt have received the classical education of the day (unlike 
Lloyd George) and been aware of the cardinal error made by the Samnite 
general, Gaius Pontius, following the Battle of the Caudine Forks in 321 
BC. Pontius had sought his father’s advice as to what he should do with 
his captured Roman enemies when he had them in his power. The old 
man advised that he should release them unharmed and thus gain Rome’s 
enduring friendship. Reluctant to accept this advice, Pontius asked his 
father to reconsider and was then advised to slaughter the entire captured 
army, thus ensuring that Rome would cease to be a threat for generations. 
Faced with this conflicting advice, Pontius wanted to know if there was 
not a middle way. “No” was the unequivocal answer. Humiliating without 
destroying the Romans would merely ensure that they would sooner or 
later seek revenge. Pontius ignored his father’s advice and humiliated his 
captured enemies by requiring them to march under a symbolic yoke. For 
Pontius the resulting “peace” only lasted seven years – until 316 BC. The 
allied powers in 1919 did not do much better – their “peace” lasted twenty 
years. 

3.  The name “Dreyfus” is still familiar to many throughout the world whom 
one would hardly expect to be familiar with the name of a fairly junior 
French artillery officer sentenced over a century ago to life imprisonment for 
allegedly passing on military secrets to Germany. Certainly at the time, as 
a perceived gross miscarriage of justice, it raised an international fire-storm 
– so much so that at the specific request of Queen Victoria the formidable 
Lord Chief Justice, Lord Russell of Killowen had gone over to Brittany to 
attend Dreyfus’s second court-martial at Rennes in 1899 and report back. 
The first conviction in 1894 had been set aside but only after the accused 
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had suffered almost five years of solitary confinement on Devil’s Island in 
the French South American colony of Guiana. His supposed guilt had 
been highly dubious from the very start and it was quickly obvious to any 
impartial observer that his conviction was unsafe and likely to have been 
procured on the basis of false testimony, forgery and anti-Jewish prejudice. 
By the time of his second court-martial his innocence was hardly in doubt. 
Nevertheless he was found guilty once again. The Lord Chief Justice, 
present throughout as an observer, expressed himself as “appalled” by the 
patent bias of the judges. Although “pardoned” and released following his 
second conviction, it was not until 1906 that Dreyfus was finally exonerated 
and reinstated with the rank of major in the French Army. He served in 
the First World War, attaining the rank of Lieutenant-Colonel. He died 
in 1935 having been awarded the Légion d’Honneur and the Croix de Guerre. 
His granddaughter, Madeleine Levy was rounded up by the Gestapo in 
Paris in 1943 and transferred first to Drancy and subsequently to Auschwitz 
where she died of typhus the following year. The whole story is an unhappy 
memorial to the extraordinary vein of anti-semitism in French society so 
prevalent at the time and which is still to be found in certain quarters even 
today.

4. Total war of the kind experienced in the 20th century does seem to have had 
the effect of extending the reach of the state which never seems to revert to 
the status quo ante once hostilities have ceased. This certainly seems to have 
been the experience in Britain in two world wars. The economist John A 
Hobson (1858-1940) reckoned that “The war [of 1914] has advanced state 
socialism by half a century” – Hattersley op cit. 

5.  The victims of this chaos included my paternal grandparents. My 
grandfather had been demobilised in February 1919 and returned to duty 
as a prison officer at Parkhurst on the Isle of Wight where he had the use 
of a house provided by the Prison Commissioners. In November of that 
year, however, he was transferred to Winson Green Prison in Birmingham 
where there was no available staff accommodation. He was entitled to a 
married man’s rent allowance if staff accommodation was not available 
except that there was no suitable accommodation available for a family to 
rent. My grandmother was reluctant to stay on her own with my eight 
year old father on the Isle of Wight as she had no relatives within easy and 
inexpensive travelling distance and so moved up to Yorkshire to stay with 
family there. But either way, she and my grandfather were forced to live 
apart for eighteen months. There were many thousands who shared similar 
difficulties. 
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6.  Barclays Bank Ltd – London 1972 

7.  The American Senator – Chapman & Hall London 1877 

8.  We can see here once again in this lively discussion the clash between 
classical liberalism, deeply distrustful of any interference by or at the behest 
of the state and the modern regulatory world. Unfortunately the economic 
woes of the inter-war years had exacerbated the traditional temptations 
to which a profession handling other peoples’s money has always been 
exposed. In 1934, just four years after this debate, a well-known member of 
the Society had died and Mr CH Cobb, the Society’s then President, had 
dutifully attended his funeral. In the customary eulogy the Vicar of Clifton 
had referred in particular to the deceased’s integrity. A few days later it was 
revealed that for years he had been living on his clients’ monies, leaving an 
insolvent estate. Sam Holtby, the Clifton joiner and undertaker and one of 
the President’s clients, at least had the foresight to cut his losses: “I thought 
there were summat wrong”, he said “so I buried ’im in helm instead o’ 
hoak”. Even now, in the most fiercely regulated legal environment, local 
intelligence is often well ahead of any faraway regulator.

9.  Manchester Guardian 25 April 1932 

10.  Baldwin Harper Collins Publishing London 1987

11. HA Jacobsen Der Zweite Weltkreig: Grundzüge der Politik und Strategie in 
Dokumenten Frankfürt 1965 quoted in Andreas Hillgruber’s Germany and 
the Two World Wars (tr.Harvard 1981)




