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Introduction

Nazi persecution of European Jews confronted the world with an
unprecedented humanitarian challenge. The extraordinary circum
stances of the plight of the Jews called for a response that was also out of
the ordinary. But countries around the globe resisted the pressure to
take special measures to relieve Jewish suffering. The United Kingdom
was no exception. It opted for caution and pragmatism, subordinating
humanitarianism to Britain’s national interest. Nor, when the crisis of
the Jews became yet more grave, did the British approach change
fundamentally. During the Holocaust, Britain’s policy - much of it
made in conjunction with the United States government - continued to
put self-interest first, leaving minimal scope for humanitarian action.
The rationale for such policies is now seen as highly questionable.
Even at the time, however, many believed that greater generosity was
possible in British and American policy. Within the United States
government, the aspiration that policy should have a humanitarian
dimension received its most resolute expression in mid-December 1943,
when a select group of senior US Treasury officials m et to formulate
demands that American refugee policy be taken out of the hands of the
State Department, which was hostile to rescue. The Treasury group
officials wanted rescue efforts to be given top priority. In the course of
their discussions the Treasury group analysed a recent message from the
British government, objecting to the recent authorisation by the US
Treasury of licences for the remission of funds in connection with a
large-scale rescue project. The funds had been raised by American
Jewish organisations. Their intended use was to rescue some 70,000
Romanian Jewish deportees in Transnistria, a part of the Soviet Union
then occupied by Romania. The fundamental British objection was
explained as ‘the difficulties of disposing of any considerable num ber of
Jews should they be rescued from enemy-occupied territory’.1 The
1 Quoted in J. G. Winant (London) to US State Department, 15 Dec. 1943, USNA
840.51 Frozen Credits 12144, cited in Bernard Wasserstein, Britain and the Jews of
Europe, 1939-1945 (Oxford, 1979), p. 247.
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group of Americans felt they were at last seeing the true face of British
policy. One US Treasury official, Josiah DuBois, exclaimed, ‘Their
position is, “What could we do with them if we got them out?”
Amazing, most amazing position.’ Minutes later, DuBois returned to
the British telegram, saying, ‘For instance, take the complaint, “What
are we going to do with the Jews?” - we let them die because we don’t
know what to do with them.’2 The shock Dubois voiced is still palpable.
His characterisation of British policy was melodramatic and oversimpli
fied. But his comments pinpoint a key element in the rationale of the
British government’s approach to Jewish suffering, namely that the
problem of what to do with the Jews took precedence over saving them,
whether from Nazi persecution or mass murder.
The necessity for such an order of priorities was apparent to the
politicians who decided British policy and the officials who upheld it. To
make sense of it, at this distance, we must investigate the process which
produced British policy. A balanced account needs to track its develop
ment in response to each new twist in the predicament of the Jews. It
must examine the policy process and the officials and ministers who
were responsible for it. It must also give due weight to the context and
underlying rationale of British policy towards persecuted Jews.
This book investigates British refugee policy towards European Jewry
from 1933 to 1948. During this fifteen-year period, British policy
passed through several phases. But, though its emphasis changed as did
the details, the principles and preoccupations that guided it remained
remarkably constant. The government assessed the question of helping
Jews primarily in terms of British self-interest. Humanitarian aid to the
Jews was assigned much lower priority than, for example, the main
tenance of severe restrictions on alien immigration to the United
Kingdom. It was such concerns that created the context for decisions
concerning the Jews. Thus, while the particulars of refugee policy varied
according to the ever-changing circumstances of the Jews, its limits were
defined by self-interest. It follows that the central question for this
investigation of British policy-making is this: how did ministers and
officials in Whitehall balance their perceptions of national interest
against humanitarian considerations?
This study aims to show what Britain’s policies towards Jews at
tempted and what they achieved. It assumes that the British response to
the plight of Europe’s Jews cannot be understood without an apprecia
tion of the frame of reference within which this issue was perceived. It
2 Record of meeting on 18 Dec. 1943, Morgenthau Diaries, Franklin D. Roosevelt
Presidential Library, Hyde Park, New York, vol. 688II, pp. 84 -5 .
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finds that the plight of the Jews ranked low on the British government’s
scale of priorities.
The leading scholarly monographs concentrate on the content of
British policy towards the Jews, to the comparative neglect of both the
context of that policy and its administration. They give insufficient
emphasis to the British government’s perception of the Jewish problem.
They place it at the heart of their studies but neglect to explain that it
was not a central preoccupation of the British government. At times,
British policy comes across as a series of inexplicable interventions in
the fate of the Jews by a succession of indistinguishable bureaucrats and
politicians.
The first monograph on British refugee policy was A. J. Sherman’s
Island Refuge: Britain and Refugees from the Third Reich, 1933-1939, which
appeared in 1973. Sherman charts the development of policy before the
war, devoting most space to the depressing tale of British involvement in
international discussions of the refugee problem. Sherman also brings
out the important role of Anglo-Jewish leaders in shaping the policy and
operation of controls on refugee immigration to the United Kingdom.3
Bernard Wasserstein’s Britain and the Jews of Europe, 1939-1945, pub
lished in 1979, the leading study of British policy during the Second
World War, recounts, in devastating detail, a succession of episodes
which demonstrate the ungenerosity of British policy towards the Jews.
Much of the book is concerned with the continuing contest over the entry
of refugees to Palestine during the war.4 M artin Gilbert’s Auschwitz and
the Allies, published in 1981, discusses Allied inaction in response to the
Holocaust, putting particular emphasis on incomplete comprehension of
the true nature of Auschwitz.5
By the time these first accounts of British policy were published, the
study of refugee policy in the United States was well under way. In 1967
While Six Million Died by Arthur Morse appeared, followed in 1968 by
David Wyman’s Paper Walls, the first monograph by a historian. Wyman
covered American refugee policy between 1939 and 1941 and demon
strated how the State Department tightened its visa procedures to deny
refuge to Jews.6 Henry Feingold’s Politics of Rescue, which was published
3 A. J. Sherman, Island Refuge: Britain and Refugees from the Third Reich, 1933-1939
(London, 1973).
4 Wasserstein, Britain and Jews', see also Wasserstein, ‘The British Government and the
German Emigration, 1933-1945’, in Gerhard Hirschfeld (ed.), Exile in Great Britain:
Refugees from Hitler’s Germany (London, 1984), pp. 63-81.
5 Martin Gilbert, A uschwitz and theAllies (London, 1981).
6 Arthur D. Morse, While Six Million Died: A Chronicle of American Apathy (New York,
1967); David Wyman, Paper Walls: America and the Refugee Crisis, 1938-1941 (Amherst,
1968).
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in 1970, offered a balanced analysis of the Roosevelt administration’s
failure to do more to rescue the Jews of Europe. Feingold’s study
remains important and has been supplemented by further reflections
since the first edition.7 In 1984 Wyman produced a second major book,
The Abandonment of the Jews: America and the Holocaust, 1941-1945,
which documents the making of American policy in exhaustive detail
and offers a highly critical assessment of the US government’s failure to
take more substantial and more urgent action to rescue Jews.8 In 1987
the most complete study to date of the policy of the US government
appeared, Richard Breitman and Alan Kraut’s American Refugee Policy
and European Jewry, 1933-1945.9 All of these works are valuable for
understanding British policy, because the two governments often con
fronted many of the same questions and in close conjunction with one
another.
The approach of this book places it squarely within an emerging
tendency in the study of refugee policy: the belief that for a balanced
account of the responses of bystanders it is vital to distinguish the
centrality of the Jewish experience for Jews themselves from its relative
unimportance for the rest of humanity and to locate the response to
refugees within its political and institutional context. Breitman and
Kraut’s study is an outstanding example of this approach.10 And
Feingold’s articles on why American Jewry did not put more pressure on
President Roosevelt’s administration to rescue Europe’s Jews show the
value of such an approach in the analysis of Jewish responses.11
Feingold concludes his book with the suggestion that, by the inter-war
period, it was incorrect to assume that nation-states would be prepared
to act on the basis of humanitarian concern.12 British immigration
restrictions on refugees reflected not only economic considerations and
the concern to control numbers, but also the established policy that the
United Kingdom was not a country of immigration. The British position
formed part of an international pattern of immigration restriction which
7 Henry L. Feingold, The Politics of Rescue: The Roosevelt Administration and the Holocaust
1938-1945 (New Brunswick, NJ, 1970; paperback edn, New York, 1980).
8 Wyman, The Abandonment of the Jews: America and the Holocaust, 1941-1945 (New
York, 1984).
9 Richard Breitman and Alan Kraut, American Refugee Policy and European Jewry,
1933-1945 (Bloomington, 1987).
10 Ibid.; see esp. Introduction, pp. 1-10.
11 Henry L. Feingold, ‘Courage First and Intelligence Second: The American Jewish
Secular Elite, Roosevelt and the Failure to Rescue’, American Jewish History 72 (June
1983), 424-60; Feingold, ‘Was There Communal Failure? Some Thoughts on the
American Jewish Response to the Holocaust’, American Jewish History 81 (Autumn
1993), 60-80.
12 Feingold, Politics of Rescue, pp. 329-30.
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was already in place before this wave of persecution of the Jews began.
Herbert Strauss, in two long essays, has provided a commanding over
view of this climate of restriction and its impact on prospective Jewish
emigrants from Nazi Germany.13 Britain resembled other western
European countries, such as France, the Netherlands and Belgium, in
its determination to operate principally as a country of temporary
refuge, not settlement.14 These countries offered refugees only a condi
tional welcome. In contrast, other countries, such as the United States,
Palestine and the dominions, still saw themselves as countries of immi
gration and, to the extent that they accepted Jewish refugees, did so on a
permanent basis. Notwithstanding this difference, there are suggestive
comparisons with the British experience in Wyman’s study of the
restrictive operation of US visa policy.15 The record of the Canadian
government, which has been documented by Irving Abella and Harold
Troper, stands out as particularly ungenerous.16 But all the democratic
countries where Jews sought refuge found ways of manipulating immi
gration procedures to exclude them. It is all too obvious why Michael
Marrus’s sweeping survey of twentieth-century responses to refugees is
entitled The Unwanted.11
The international organisations concerned with refugees largely re
flected the policies of the governments that controlled them. Tommie
Sjöberg’s examination of the record of the Intergovernmental Committee
on Refugees (IGC) shows how the British and United States govern
ments manipulated the IGC largely for their own ends, especially to
deflect humanitarian pressure away from themselves.18 Claudena M.
Skran uses an international relations perspective to evaluate the refugee
work of both the League of Nations and the IGC. Skran investigates the
connections between the failure of these agencies to do more for refugees
and nation-states’ intolerance of minorities and ethnic diversity, raising
important issues to which we shall return at the end of this book.19
13 Herbert A. Strauss, ‘Jewish Emigration from Germany: Nazi Policies and Jewish
Responses’, (I) and (II), Leo Baeck Institute Year Book 25 and 26 (1980 and 1981),
313-61 and 343-409.
14 Louise London, ‘British Immigration Control Procedures and Jewish Refugees,
1933-1939’, in Werner E. Mosse (ed.), Second Chance: Two Centuries of GermanSpeaking Jews in the United Kingdom (Tübingen, 1991), pp. 485-518.
15 Wyman, Paper Walls.
16 Irving Abella and Harold Troper, None Is Too Many: Canada and the Jews of Europe,
/ 933-1948 (Toronto, 1983).
17 Michael Marrus, The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century (Oxford,
1985).
18 Tommie Sjöberg, The Powers and the Persecuted: The Refugee Problem and the Intergovern
mental Committee on Refugees (Lund, 1991).
19 Claudena M. Skran, Refugees in Inter-War Europe: The Emergence of a Regime (Oxford,
1995).
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To escape from the Nazis, resourcefulness and money and support
from family, friends and strangers were necessary, but rarely sufficient.
Jewish organisations played the major part in organising emigration,
raising funds and persuading governments to expand the possibilities of
asylum. The organisation that was most active in aiding Europe’s Jews,
the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, has been the subject
of two authoritative studies by Yehuda Bauer.20 In Britain, Anglo-Jewry
played the key role in underwriting and facilitating the pre-war admis
sion of Jews.21 But, as the Nazi trap closed around the Jews, the limited
ability of the leaders of Britain’s small Jewish community to influence
government policy became plain, as Bernard Wasserstein has empha
sised.22 Richard Bolchover’s highly critical verdict on Anglo-Jewry’s
attempts to influence government policy is unsatisfactory, since it does
not take sufficient account either of the constraints under which they
operated or of their achievements.23
The leaders of British Jewry were inhibited from doing more to aid
endangered Jews abroad by their own fear of anti-semitism. The fear of
stimulating anti-semitism was also a factor in the government’s refugee
policy. As the leading studies note, both before and during the war
home secretaries cited the need to contain the growth of political anti
semitism as a self-evident argument for constraint on the admission of
Jewish refugees. Wasserstein notes the tendency of policy to bend with
the wind of hostility to refugees, but concludes that ‘conscious antiSemitism should not be regarded as an adequate explanation of official
behaviour’.24 He thus allows that conscious anti-semitism may provide a
partial explanation, but he considers other, political factors to be the
crucial determinants of British policy.25
In British society anti-Jewish hostility typically manifested itself in
forms which fell short of political extremism. Indeed, British anti
semitism could coexist with liberal convictions. Tony Kushner, the
leading scholar of British anti-semitism, emphasised the ambivalence of
British attitudes to Jews and pointed to this ambivalence as the root of
Britain’s contradictory responses to refugees and the Holocaust.26
20 Yehuda Bauer, M y Brother’s Keeper: A History of the American Jewish Joint Distribution
Committee 1929-1939 (Philadelphia, 1974); Bauer, American Jewry and the Holocaust:
The American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee 1939-1945 (Detroit, 1981).
21 London, ‘Jewish Refugees, Anglo-Jewry and British Government Policy’, in D.
Cesarani (ed.), The Making of Modem Anglo-Jewry (Oxford, 1990), pp. 163-90.
22 Bernard Wasserstein, ‘Patterns of Jewish Leadership in Great Britain during the Nazi
Era’, in Randolph L. Braham (ed.), Jewish Leadership During the N azi Era: Patterns of
Behaviour in the Free World (New York, 1985), pp. 29-43.
23 Richard Bolchover, British Jewry and the Holocaust (Cambridge, 1993).
24 Wasserstein, Britain and Jews, pp. 35 1 -2 .
25 Ibid., p. 353.
26 Tony Kushner, The Persistence of Prejudice: Antisemitism in British Society During the
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Scholarship in this field suffers from relative isolation from the main
stream of British history. Perhaps this partly explains the silence
surrounding the publication in 1985 of Michael Cohen’s Churchill and
the Jews, which challenges established views of Churchill, arguing that in
practice he was far less concerned to aid the Jews than other authors,
notably Martin Gilbert, have been prepared to acknowledge.27 Growing
interest in the Holocaust is reflected in the greater attention paid to
William D. Rubinstein’s The Myth of Rescue, published in 1997, which
poses pertinent questions, but fails - partly because the argument is not
always underpinned by archival evidence - to prove its hypothesis that
the democracies could not have saved more Jews.28
The conviction on which Whitehall and the Jews is based is that the study
of British refugee policy needs to take a more comprehensive approach
than that adopted in the existing literature. Too often, discussion is
confined to the level of counterblasts between those who condemn the
alleged inhumanity of British policy and those who seek to defend it and
apologise for it. This is partly the outcome of a narrow focus on the
detail of policy towards the Jews and a corresponding neglect of the
circumstances in which it was made. The belief in the necessity of
transcending these limitations is fundamental to this book. It argues that
to understand how a nation acted in a time of catastrophe we must take
adequate account of the context in which those actions occurred.
Whitehall and the Jews is the fullest exploration of British refugee
policy to date. It examines British policy towards the Jews from 1933 to
1948. It places much greater emphasis on the context of policy than
previous studies have done. It seeks to investigate the government’s
position and actions in more depth. Its scope embraces a wider range of
departments and it places greater emphasis on the policy process.
Throughout, the book concentrates on the detailed workings of
British government and on the small group of individuals who left their
mark on British policy. It explores how particular departments, officials
Second World War (Manchester, 1989); Kushner, ‘The Paradox of Prejudice: The
Impact of Organised Antisemitism in Britain During an Anti-Nazi War’, in T. Kushner
and K. Lunn (eds.), Traditions of Intolerance: Historical Perspectives on Fascism and Race
Discourse in Britain (Manchester, 1989), pp. 72-90; Kushner, ‘The Impact of British
Anti-Semitism, 1939-1945’, in Cesarani, Making Anglo-Jewry, pp. 191-208; Kushner,
The Holocaust and the Liberal Imagination (Oxford, 1994); Kushner, ‘T he Meaning of
Auschwitz: Anglo-American Responses to the Hungarian Jewish Tragedy’, in
D. Cesarani (ed.), Genocide and Rescue: The Holocaust in Hungary 1944 (Oxford, 1997),
pp. 159-78.
27 Michael J. Cohen, Churchill and the Jews (London, 1985).
28 William D. Rubinstein, The Myth of Rescue: Why the Democracies Could Not Have Saved
More Jews from the Nazis (London, 1997).
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7 An elderly Jewish refugee disembarks from the Rhakotis at Southampton on
21 June 1939. After journeying from Germany to Cuba and back across the
Atlantic in search of a haven, the Jewish refugee passengers on the St Louis were
eventually offered refuge by France, Belgium, the Netherlands and the United
Kingdom. Kept on board ship in the harbour at Antwerp, refugees were
allocated to specific countries. The Rhakotis brought those refugees coming to
Britain to Southampton.

R efugees from C zechoslovakia
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8 Members of a group of Jewish refugees from Czechoslovakia are marched
away by police at Croydon airport on 31 March 1939. The refugees were
detained at a police station because their documents were not in order. They
were put on a flight to Warsaw but threatened to jump out of the window if the
plane took off. The pilot refused to fly, so they were deported the following day.

the fund: some were to be taken from Poland; but most were family
members still in Slovakia or the Protectorate, as Bohemia and Moravia
were now known.65 By 15 May 1939 the BCRC had undertaken liability
for an estimated total of 7,100 persons, plus up to 2,000 who had taken
refuge in other countries. The liabilities on the fund to date were
calculated at approximately £2 million, plus the further £500,000 set
aside for the emigration of Jews to Palestine. In addition, allowance had
to be made for claims to the £200 resetdement grant to which refugees
were entitled on re-emigration. Bunbury argued that in view of the
difficulties in finding permanent settlement - especially for Jews liabilities for maintenance might have been underestimated. He sug
gested that a portion of the fund be set aside against the possibility that
refugees in Britain would be unable to emigrate.66 The significance of
65 Correspondence, PRO HO 294/7; Visa Committee papers, PRO HO 294/52.
66 Bunbury, memorandum, ‘Liabilities in respect of Refugees from Czechoslovakia’, 15
May 1939, PRO HO 294/39.
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9 Croydon airport departure hall, 31 March 1939: a Jewish refugee from
Czechoslovakia in a state of collapse after having been told by the immigration
officer that he will be allowed to stay, as an exception has been made in his case.

Whitehall and the Jews is the most
comprehensive study to date of the British
response to the plight of European Jewry under
Nazism. It contains the definitive account of
immigration controls on the admission of refugee
Jews to the United Kingdom, and reveals the
doubts and dissent that lay behind British policy.

‘ Whitehall and the Jews is an impressive
piece of work of great scholarly value. ..Its
conclusions are carefully drawn and
compelling.’
Professor Vernon Bogdanor

Brasenose College, Oxford
‘Louise London’s Whitehall and the Jews is
remarkably balanced and authoritative
.. .The great contribution of this work is to
present the Jewish issue in its rich
historical context - a goal of every
historian, but one that is seldom realized
with the skill, insight and sensitivity
displayed here.’
Professor Michael R. Marrus

University of Toronto
'With encyclopedic knowledge and utter
precision Louise London has given us the
most detailed account of British policy
toward Jewish refugees and escapees
from Nazi domination.’

British self-interest consistently limited
humanitarian aid to Jews. Refuge was severely
restricted during the Holocaust, and little attempt
made to save lives. Louise London nonetheless
brings out the compassionate side of Whitehall,
and the real concerns of individual mandarins.
Certain officials and ministers within the
government were responsive to arguments for
more generous policies towards the Jews, and
the government did permit some admissions on
a purely humanitarian basis. After the war, the
British government delayed announcing whether
refugees would obtain permanent residence,
reflecting the government's aim of avoiding
long-term responsibility for large numbers of
homeless Jews. The balance of state selfinterest against humanitarian concern in refugee
policy is an abiding theme of Whitehall and the
Jews, one of the most important contributions to
the understanding of the Holocaust and Britain
yet published.
LOUISE LONDON is uniquely qualified to write
this book. Herself the daughter of Jewish
refugees, she combines historical knowledge
with considerable legal experience as a solicitor
specializing in immigration law. She has
published and lectured widely on British
immigration controls and refugees, and has
taught at Royal Holloway London and University
College London. Whitehall and the Jews is her
first book.

Rauf Hilberg

Emeritus Professor, University of Vermont

Cover illustration: members of a group of Jewish

refugees from Czechoslovakia being marched away
by police at Croydon airport on 31 March 1939. The
refugees were detained at a police station because
their documents were not in order. They were put on
a flight to Warsaw but threatened to jump out of the
window if the plane took off. The pilot refused to
fly, so they were deported the following day.
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