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Frida Knight

by Natalia Benjamin

Frida Knight was the daughter of a Cambridge
academic and Dean of Trinity College, Dr
Stewart. In spite of her privileged background,
she spent much of her life fighting for the
oppressed, being greatly influenced by the
Depression of the 1930s and the poverty she
saw around her.

In her twenties, she worked for a time in a
deprived area of Manchester before studying
music in Germany, where she witnessed the
rise of Nazism. These experiences persuaded
her to join the Communist party.

When the Spanish Civil War started, she was
working with a theatre group in the north of
England, and in York she persuaded the
Archbishop to chair a meeting to raise funds
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for medical aid to Spain; in Hull she helped
form the Spanish Aid Organisation. For the next
three years, Spain was never out of her life.
She gave up her job to work for the National
Joint Committee for Spanish Relief, with which
she became actively involved. In 1937, she was
asked to drive an ambulance to Spain, and,
leaving it at a hospital behind the lines, she
made her way to Madrid, staying there for
three months in the thick of the bombing.
There she worked in the Press Office, sending
information about the war back to London and
broadcasting from the badly bombed radio
station every night. She returned to England to
try and inform the British public about what
was going on in Spain.

Her parents spent a great deal of time with
the Basque children refugees in Cambridge,
often inviting them to their house at the
weekends. Her mother, Jessie Stewart, edited a
book, “Recuerdos”, about the Basque
children’s colony in Cambridge. One of Frida’s
jobs for the NJCSR was to organise the fund-
raising tours of the Basque children’s concert
parties, which were enormously successful and
which were a major source of raising money for
the children’s keep. Another job was to visit the
different colonies scattered around England
and report on them to the committee. If, as
was occasionally the case, there was an
unfavourable report, the children were found
homes in other colonies.

About her involvement with the Basque
children, Frida had this to say: “Many
remember Cambridge as a happy home and a
refuge from the horrors of civil war. If we did
nothing else in Cambridge for the Spanish
people, this would have been a valuable
contribution to their cause.”

At the outbreak of the Second World War,
Frida, then aged 29, went to France to help her
left-wing colleagues, and was arrested and
imprisoned with another British woman. Later,
they managed to escape, getting in touch with
the French Resistance who gave them forged
papers and they reached the unoccupied zone
of France before managing to return to London,
where for the rest of the war, Frida worked for
the Free French.

In the post-war period, she became the
author of many musical biographies, including
one on Beethoven, and a study of the French

Resistance. She was a founder member of the
Cambridge Peace Council and later in life,
campaigned with the CND. Her whole life was
dedicated to the pursuit of justice, and to the
end, she opposed and campaigned against any
form of oppression. She was a truly remarkable
woman.
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