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My father was a remarkable man. He was born in Erfurt in Germany in 1898, the son of  prominent local lawyer. His mother was a gifted amateur painter and sculptor. He excelled at both school and university. At the same time he also attended the Conservatory, developing a profound knowledge of the classical musical literature and playing both the viola and the piano. 

He was called up in 1916, aged eighteen, and saw active service in a machine-gun unit on both the Russian and the Western Front. Unlikely though it later seemed from his sage-like appearance and manner, he won the Iron Cross (3rd Class) for gallantry in the field.   His letters from the Front were focussed more on the musical score or the literary text he was studying than on the fighting.  After the war  he studied law at Jena and Berlin and subsequently built up a highly successful legal practice in Berlin, mainly in the field of commercial law. 

In 1931 he married Gretl Magnus, daughter of Rudolf Magnus, a well-known physiologist. In 1937, the family, which by then included three children, left Nazi Germany and emigrated to England.

My father’s life in England fell into three distinct phases:  the first years, which included a business venture, internment and the war years; twenty-seven years as Secretary of the Friends of the Hebrew University representing the university in this country; and nearly twenty-five post-retirement years in London. In that last phase, until blindness made it impossible, he used to go weekly in term to take part in the Middle East seminar at St Antony’s College, Oxford where, to his great joy, he had been elected a Senior Associate Fellow through the good offices of his old friend, the distinguished Arab and Arabist, Albert Hourani.

When he first arrived in England, he and Erich Loening, the cellist from his string quartet, together with two British partners set up a printing company in Slough based on a new technique for fine grade colour printing developed by Loening. The company was beginning to prosper when the war broke out. My father and Loening were both interned and the business was impounded by the Custodian of Enemy Property. That brought that chapter to an abrupt end.

Internment on the Isle of Man proved to be a profound, transforming experience. My father, it seems, was one of those who gave intellectual and moral leadership in the camp – helping to organise lectures, seminars and discussion groups on a great variety of topics and, despite the unavailability of instruments, various forms of musical expression. 

But the experience transcended the secular. In an article entitled “The Power of the Spirit in Internment”, dated June 1941 and published by the International Fellowship of Reconciliation, he wrote:

The most interesting point in the internment problem is not how much the interned have had to suffer – for suffering is general all over the world at present – but how far they have been able to stand up, spiritually, to their trial and to transform their adversities into productive experience. . . 

The same emphasis on the importance of what he called “the spiritual defence” came out in his short but impressive article “Strength through Suffering”, published in August 1941 in the Jewish Chronicle.

He emerged from ten months of internment more than fit and well. He came out with a calling to speak both to Jews and non-Jews. He was employed at first by the Ministry of Information and by the Educational Department of the Ministry of War as a lecturer to the British and American forces. He went all over Britain talking to servicemen about Germany, about anti-semitism and about “the Jewish question”.  

Although he had not previously been especially religious - at least in the ordinary sense - the intense experience of the Hitler period, emigration and internment drew my father into deep thought about the history, the fate and the future of the Jews. Characteristically, given his ecumenical approach, his publications at the time were mainly in Christian publications, The Tablet, The Catholic Herald, The Friend, The Christian Pacifist. The topics included,  “The Day of Atonement”, “The way of the German Jew”, “A Jewish view of the ‘Sword of the Spirit’”, “The Jewish question is a religious one”, “Jews and Christians in a changing world”, “The future of the Continental Jews”.

His years as Secretary of the English Friends of the Hebrew University brought him to Israel each year for the annual meeting of the Board of Governors. He was a faithful, energetic and imaginative servant of the university, not merely raising funds but promoting its development in a host of different ways. He played a major initiating role especially in the field of African and Asian studies.

Throughout his life he devoted part of his leisure time to writing. This resulted in several books and many articles. In Germany he had written on law and economics. In England his publications were mainly on Jewish affairs, on a variety of issues concerning Israel in the Middle East, and latterly, on the Holy Places in Jerusalem which became his principal intellectual pre-occupation in  his retirement. His book Israel and the Holy Places of Christendom (Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1971) was of special note. For a Jew to be recognised as an authority on the affairs of the Christian Church was, to say the least, unusual.  His writings were always self-generated, not the result of professional commitments or commissions. 

My father had an innate instinct for peace-making – not in the sense of negotiated peace based on hard bargaining so much as in the sense of a true recognition of the justice of the other side’s position.  This came out consistently in his work over decades for better relations between Jews and Christians, between the Christian Churches and between Jews and Arabs. 

His first publication on relations between Jews and Arabs was a very short piece in August 1946 in the Quaker journal The Friend  entitled “The Crisis in Palestine, A Jewish Viewpoint”. Cassandra-like he warned, “We Jews on our part have failed in our relations with the Arabs”. Mass immigration of Jews into Palestine, however materially beneficial to the Arabs, was understandably perceived by them as an infringement of their political position. It was the task of the Jews to reduce this infringement to the minimum, to offer the Arabs every possible guarantee and to give them “just compensation” which he thought could be found in the material, educational or political sphere. Once the principle of compensation was accepted, it should not be beyond the wit of man, he suggested, to find a constructive solution. 

The same theme was developed powerfully in the pamphlet Is this the Way?, A Call to Jews, first published in 1948  - and now republished in part in the current issue of the Quarterly

Not surprisingly, the reaction was mixed in 1948 – as it will no doubt be mixed now. At the very moment of the founding of the State of Israel in the teeth of fierce and apparently implacable Arab opposition, the last thing that the Jewish community wanted to hear was a plea that the Arab be treated with sympathy and indeed esteem. 

Perhaps surprisingly, given the controversy provoked by his pamphlet, my father never returned to the subject in print and, so far as I know, never after that period spoke on the subject in public or took part in any organisation or movement lobbying for peace with the Arabs. He felt that he had said what he wanted to say. For the 45 years from the publication of Is this the Way? until his death in 1993, he also felt that his essential message remained unchanged and unheeded. 

He died, on the second day of Passover, aged 94, blind and venerable, just a few weeks before the start of what became known as the Peace Process. We know now that the hopes raised by the Oslo accords have not, so far at least, been realised. But had he lived long enough, he would probably not have shared those hopes. He would have seen the so-called Peace Process as, at best,  the beginnings of a reluctant and suspicious accommodation by the two sides to each other – of course, better than overtly hostile relations but not the right foundation for the future.  He wholeheartedly supported the creation of Israel but he grieved at its failure to show “esteem” toward the Arab and  to acknowledge the great injury done to the Arabs by coming to live in the land they had occupied for over a thousand years. 

Even in those first, somewhat hopeful, times, the Peace Process would therefore not for him have represented a sign of the salvation of Israel’s soul “in spirit and in truth” for which he longed.

His epitaph could be what Sir Isaiah Berlin wrote on the occasion of his 90th birthday: “Walter Zander is probably the purest-hearted man I have ever met during my long life. He seems to be moved by a vision of spiritual ideals shared by the major religious faiths . . . If ever there was an embodiment of integrity and the disinterested pursuit of the good life, these qualities shine through everything he has done and been.”

