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Isabel Maxwell

Venturing Forward on Behalf of Israel
By Debbie Cohen, November 2007

High tech innovator and serial entrepreneur Isabel Maxwell gives a whole new meaning to the term “frequent flyer.”  Her intercontinental jetting to raise venture capital on behalf of Israel is nothing short of mind-boggling.  

Yet, no matter where her philanthropic and business travels take her, she is always quick to return a call or shoot off an e-mail (complete with a smiley face). Often she gets back to you while stuck in layover at some airport. But today there was no plane involved in getting her to her final destination: the Hyatt Regency Hotel in the heart of San Francisco’s bustling Financial District. 

Sitting in the hotel’s darkly lit lobby, waiting for the French born, Oxford-educated founder and president of Maxwell-Communications Network to materialize, I kept looking for a sophisticated businesswoman wearing a suit and toting a briefcase. Instead, what came warmly smiling my way was a casually dressed woman, toting -- not a briefcase -- but a scooter. 

“My favorite mode of transportation,” says Maxwell, one of nine children born to the late British publishing giant Robert Maxwell. She settles into a comfy sofa explaining that the scooter fulfills a duel passion for fitness and the environment.

With soft jazz music playing in the background, 56-year-old Maxwell took time out of her busy schedule to joke about chronic jetlag and discuss her philanthropic/volunteer efforts and new U.S.-based company. Established in 2006, Maxwell Communications provides cross-border communications, funding and market research to leading venture capitalists and hi-tech companies. It soon becomes apparent that Maxwell’s life is a heady blur of networking, consulting, fundraising and public speaking. When not on the road, she splits her time between homes in her cities of choice: San Francisco and Tel Aviv. 

As if running her own company wasn’t demanding enough, Maxwell also serves in an intense volunteer capacity as International Chair of the Social Entrepreneur Fellowship Program for the Israel Venture Network; a venture philanthropy network of high-tech entrepreneurs and executives from Israel and the U.S. With offices in both the States and Israel, the network is dedicated to boosting Israel’s standing as a global democracy by developing leadership, increasing employment, and advancing its educational systems and other social programs. 

In Israel, Maxwell is something of a celebrity, lauded for her ability to merge the aggressive Israeli high tech work style with the more reserved and calculated Silicon Valley way of business as usual. An article in the Jerusalem Post called her “a woman with her own style of business,” a “survivor on the roller coaster of life” and “a realist who takes initiative to bring about positive change to the world.”

Meanwhile, an article in the Silicon Valley bible Wired Magazine described her as a “competitive dynamo.” It went on to say that with Maxwell you get “follow-up that is so frequent and point-by-point comprehensive that it’s nearly a live feed – two or three e-mails a day, and an equal number of phone calls.”

Yet, while I had done my homework on Maxwell (and can certainly attest to her unsurpassed rapid fire response), neither article prepared me for the reality of the woman seated next to me in the Hyatt, sipping water and speaking in her distinctly English accent. 

She appears years younger than her age. When she smiles the most incredibly straight teeth are revealed, and her dress, while casual, is chic. A bright green shirt peeks out from under a black jacket, the outfit complemented by a simple gold necklace, silver bracelet, dangly earrings and a black leather watch.  

But more than her appearance, what struck me most was that she seemed more interested in listening to what I had to say than talking about herself. In fact, one of the last things we got around to talking about was what made Maxwell – well, a Maxwell. 

It was easy to get sidetracked by her obvious delight in conversing about her only child, 22-year-old-son Alexander. Talk quickly turned to news of the project he had asked to help on started by her mother, Elisabeth, to aid Holocaust research. A recent Princeton graduate (who wrote his prize-winning his thesis on Israel’s unilateral disengagement from the Gaza strip), Alexander is currently in London working with his grandmother on setting up Remembering For The Future Online  - a comprehensive database of the location/accessibility of such Holocaust survivor documents as can be found in the public and private libraries or homes (published or even unpublished) of every country.  The pilot project has attracted the support of such heavyweights as Eli Wiesel and Martin Gilbert, who have agreed to be its Honorary President and Vice-President, respectively. 

Elisabeth, who is actually a protestant Huguenot, is the author of the autobiography A Mind of My Own. While her husband’s Jewish identity was something that he initially kept low profile in England, he was highly regarded in Israel as a generous supporter of the fledgling country. After delving very deeply into his family background and uncovering the names of 300+ relatives he had lost in the Holocaust, 
Elisabeth persuaded and helped him create a well attended Holocaust remembrance conference in Oxford and London.

Robert Maxwell was born in Czechoslovakia. He escaped persecution through the Hungarian  Underground at age 16, made his way to England where as an alien he was made to build roads up and down the country until he got out by volunteering for the British army. Along the way his name was changed from Jan Hoch to Robert Maxwell. He was later awarded the Military Cross for leading an attack which captured a hundred Germans, and was enlisted by British military intelligence. He went onto build a media empire, including a scientific publishing press, newspaper chain and book publishing company. From 1964-1970 he served in Parliament. 

Though, along with his wealth and notoriety, came despair. While still young, Isabel Maxwell’s younger sister died of leukemia, and her oldest brother died after six years in a coma that resulted from a car crash. Robert Maxwell himself had a life that ended in tragedy: he lost his business empire and, in November 1991, died in an unresolved boating accident. 

“I learned from my father to do something I felt passionate about,” says Maxwell, who was born into a life of privilege, surrounded by the company of high-ranking politicians, world scientists and influential business people. From an early age she knew she had big shoes to fill, and wanted to become a self-made success like her father. 

It’s obvious that her father’s mentoring paid off. Maxwell got her start as a television producer in England and made documentaries later for PBS. Her filmmaking accomplishments include: production/direction for the Yorkshire and Southern Independent Television networks in the UK and feature film production for New World Pictures. She went onto work with her twin sister, Christine, at Research on Demand, her international information brokering company based in Berkeley, California.

After the death of her father (who is buried in Israel on the Mount of Olives), Maxwell, her then husband David Hayden, and Christine joined forces to found The McKinley Group, creator of the early internet search engine Magellan. Maxwell led internal business development activities for the company and served as senior vice president of corporate affairs and investor relations. 

She ultimately sold Magellan to Excite, Inc. for $18 million. Shortly after that she was recruited by the Israeli company CommTouch to come on board as president, managing sales and marketing, and co-directing strategic business development. Under her guidance, the global messaging and anti-spam company became the surprise hit of the internet industry.  

Professionally, she was on a fast track to success. Her personal life, however, had taken a turn as she and Hayden filed for divorce , leaving Maxwell to carry on as a single working mom. Yet, even through this tough time the self-described “realistic optimist” avoided self pity, and instead focused on making the transition as smooth as possible for her son. 

“It is most important to show your children a lot of affection as Alexander’s dad and I did… and he felt ultimately safe and loved. That makes all the difference,” says Maxwell, who, like most working moms, often felt guilty about the time she was away from her son.

She recalls being with Alexander at  her leaving party thrown by Excite. She asked him to say a few words and he said “I don’t know if all of you realize how hard my mom worked, but she did and now I’m happy for her and everyone that things worked out.”

“It brought tears to my eyes,” she says. “I recall explaining to him that it was important for everyone to have something they cared about and aim for in life, no matter what it was, no matter boy or girl.” 

It was around the time of her divorce (“middle age, life halfway gone”) that Maxwell began to re-examine her Jewish upbringing, or more accurately, lack of. She had grown up going to church on Sundays but considered herself an atheist, and knew nothing about Judaism – except for her father’s tragic loss of family due to the Holocaust. 

Today, while she doesn’t consider herself religious, she loves the rhythm of Israeli cultural life and finds the time honored rituals calming. “My family was much loved in Israel and I feel personally appreciated and at home there… I may not have a Jewish family; what I have is a country.”  

Maxwell has met with many top senior Israeli officials who admire her straightforward, no-nonsense approach—huge assets in the high tech world, an industry becoming increasingly notorious for deception and mistrust. 

After leaving her position at CommTouch in 2001, Maxwell consulted for several Israeli venture capital companies and their portfolio companies before being asked to join Puresight, the Israeli content filtering company, as chief executive officer. She is credited with helping in the turnaround of the company before it was sold in 2005.

High tech guru (of Palm Pilot fame) Eric Benhamou calls Maxwell a close friend. Benhamou, founder of Benhamou Global Ventures and the Israel Venture Network, believes “every organization needs a person like Isabel.”

In addition to the Israel Venture Network, Benhamou was a driving force behind Israel 21C, an organization designed to create a positive, more well rounded view of Israel in the media. Israel 21C attempts to get the word out regarding such under published activities as Israeli medical and technological advances, tourism, and democratic culture. 

He describes Maxwell, who he needless to say, recruited Isabel also to the board of Israel 21C too, as having a tireless commitment to her programs and causes. “She will travel to the far corners of the world to meet the people she needs to help her, and will speak to you in e-mail as though you were in the same room with her.”

Jeff Skoll, founder and chair of both the Skoll Foundation and Participant Productions, recalls that he first met Maxwell back in 1995 when she was running Magellan. Skoll is best known as the first president of eBay, and his production company gained great kudos this year for financing Al Gore’s Oscar-winning documentary An Inconvenient Truth. 
“My first impression of Isabel was that she was bright, tenacious and passionate,” says Skoll who is familiar with Maxwell’s work supporting social entrepreneurs in Israel. In fact, Maxwell has spoken at and attended all four annual Skoll World Forums on Social Entrepreneurship at Oxford University and has been a leading voice for developing social entrepreneurs in the Middle East. 

“Isabel is remarkable for the type of pro-social things she does, and for her tenacity… She travels more than anyone I know; often going from Israel to California to New York to Europe two or three times a month,” says Skoll.

Journalist Donna Rosenthal, author of The Israelis, recalled that Maxwell helped her with the high tech chapter of her book. “Isabel helped me so much, she is the only non-Israeli in the book’s acknowledgements,” notes Rosenthal.

“My father always said if you want to get something done ask a busy person…,” says Maxwell as our interview comes to a close. Just in time, too, because she has another appointment meeting her at this very hotel. Doing business back to back is obviously nothing new to Maxwell; a woman who has never had much of a problem keeping busy. 

Long gone are the early days of having to prove herself, as Isabel, and not Robert Maxwell’s daughter. Now, many successful years later, there is very little left to prove. Instead, she seems at peace with herself and credits the things she learned from her parents as major reasons behind her accomplishments. It is at this new height of awareness and maturity that she now serves as a role model for her own offspring-- ensuring a continuation of the Maxwell legacy. 
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