
The Venerable Francis House 

 

The Venerable Francis House, who has died aged 96, was one of the unsung heroes 

of the Church of England’s work in rescuing persecuted Christians and Jews from 

Hitlers Europe. His courage, linguistic abilities and sense of justice made him a 

trusted agent for numerous dangerous journeys, both as a student and a priest, 

through out the 1930s. Ordained in 1937, he worked for the BBC during the war, 

later becoming head of religious broadcasting. 

Born in Almondbury, near Huddersfield, House was brought up in Essex, where his 

father was a vicar. He was educated at St Georges school Harpenden, and Wadham 

College Oxford, where he read modern greats from 1927 to 1930. After university, he 

became secretary of the Student Christian Movement (SCM) and began to visit 

central Europe, on one occasion infiltrating a Nazi youth training camp in East 

Prussia. This was a time when there was virulent anti-Semitism in some central 

European universities, and still some sympathy in England for Hitler. 

After training at Cuddeston Theological College Oxford, House joined the Pembroke 

College Mission at Walworth south London, in 1935. He continued, however, to visit 

Germany, making contact with opposition friends, sometimes at a secret forest 

rendezvous, an art gallery in Munich or the Berlin Zoo. Back in England, he reported 

the dangers facing liberal Germans to the Archbishop of Canterbury, William 

Temple, and the Bishop of Chichester, George Bell. 

In 1938, House was appointed as travelling secretary of the World Student Christian 

Federation, in Geneva. Newly married, he and his wife, Margaret Neave, also an able 

linguist, set off to contact student movements in the Balkans, threatened as war 

preparations began. He also visited Berlin to meet leaders of the Young Church 

Movement, soon to be imprisoned for supporting the Jews. He was in Germany in 

1938, at the time of the Kristallnacht, and in Vienna when the German army arrived 

in 1938. 

House did his best to persuade the church authorities that Hitler was a menace. In 

spite of Vatican opposition, he was able to meet the secretary of Pax Romana, the 

Roman Catholic student organisation, to coordinate plans to rescue students opposed 

to the Nazis, whether Catholic, Orthodox or Protestant. 

In 1940, House returned to England, where he served on the staff of Leeds parish 

church. With Russian now among his languages, he was chosen to organise the 

wartime journey of Archbishop Garbett of York to Moscow- the first official visit by 

a non-orthodox churchman to Russia since the 1917 revolution. 

In 1942, the BBC recognised Houses unusual qualities and appointed him as producer 

of religious broadcasts to Germany. He insisted that the broadcasts, from Bush 



House, should be religion and not propaganda. Once, he recreated a padre’s sermon 

from Bethlehem, where the quality was so terrible that in Houses words, “a camel 

must have been trampling on the landline”. Governments-in-exile in London 

welcomed him at their chaplains’ group, which planned for post-war cooperation. 

After post-war relief work in Greece with the United Nations Relief and 

Rehabilitation Administration (UNNRA) and further service in Geneva, House 

returned to London to become the BBCs head of religious broadcasting (1947-55). 

His administrative efficiency and strict impartiality between denominations were 

valued, and when television came on stream, the religious department was expanded. 

The televising of Elizabeth11s coronation was a triumph and persuaded many clergy 

hostile to television that this was something with which the churches could live. 

House also prepared the way for religion on commercial television, arguing strongly 

that the churches should not “buy time”, and that the central religious advisory 

committee should be consulted both by the BBC and commercial television. 

House did a further spell at Geneva, with the newly created World Council of 

Churches, and returned home to become vicar of Pontefract, West Yorkshire, and 

later of Gawsworth, Cheshire. To many, this was curious, but Archbishop Michael 

Ramsey was slow to recognise the abilities of those who had worked outside 

England. Eventually, Gerald Ellison, Bishop of Chester, appointed him archdeacon of 

Macclesfield (1967-1978), and he became vice-chairman of the board of Mission and 

Unity. He made valuable visits to Burundi and Madagascar, and assisted Archbishop 

Ramsey in the ecumenical approaches to the Methodist church. 

When however, a new bishop of Chester, who hated ecumenism, was appointed, 

House resigned. He enjoyed a long and creative retirement in Leeds. He continued to 

work for ecumenism, published an illustrated account of Christianity in Russia and 

was a strong supporter of the ordination of women.  

He is survived by his wife and two daughters. 

Francis Harry House, priest and broadcaster, born August 9, 1908; died September 1, 

2004. 
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