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On 1st April 1933, the Nazi government declared a national boycott of Jewish businesses. Six 

days later the Law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service was passed in Germany 

which excluded non-Aryans from the legal profession and civil service. Then, in May 1933, in 

what has become known as the Nazi book burnings, works of literature considered “un-

German” were consigned to the flames. People adjudged to be “non-Aryan” were increasingly 

harassed. The Nuremberg Laws, passed in 1935, stripped Jewish people of their rights. These 

anti-Semitic and racist laws forbade marriages between Jews and Germans. Socialising 

between Jews and non-Jews gradually broke down as Jews were no longer permitted to visit 

the cinemas, or parks, and many Jewish school children were forbidden from attending Aryan 

schools. With the events of Kristallnacht (9-10 November 1938), when the Nazis burned down 

synagogues, parents became ever more fearful for the welfare of their children. In the course 

of Kristallnacht, around a hundred Jews were killed, and tens of thousands of Jewish men and 

teenagers were imprisoned in Nazi concentration camps such as Dachau. Many were beaten 

and forced to sleep out in the cold; they were traumatised by this brutal treatment. It was vital 

to get Jewish children and teenagers out of Germany as their safety was at risk. At the same 

time, the Nazis looked to step up the pace of Jewish emigration, and responsibility for driving 

this process was concentrated more and more in the hands of the SS. Following Kristallnacht, 

some 120,000 Jews emigrated from the Reich before the beginning of the Second World War.  

Britain has a long history of migration and immigration to and from its shores. For example, 

during the First World War, 250,000 Belgian refugees found refuge in Britain. In 1937, 4,000 

Basque refugee children, now known as Los Niños, made their journeys to Britain to escape 

the Spanish Civil War. Then, in the following year, the Refugee Children’s Movement 

(originally the Movement for the Care of Children from Germany) was established to 

incorporate all agencies involved in relocating refugee children to Britain. We have now come 

to know this scheme by its German name, Kindertransport (Children’s Transport). On 21st 

November 1938, the founders of the movement, together with representatives of the Inter-Aid 

Committee, the Society of Friends (Quakers) and the Jewish Refugees Committee, were 

received by the Home Secretary, Sir Samuel Hoare. They discussed the need to help Jewish 

children under threat from Nazism. The government agreed that these children would be 

admitted to Britain, and waived visa requirements to ensure immediate relocation. Between 

1938 and 1940, 10,000 mainly Jewish children, from infants through to seventeen-year-olds, 

were sent by their parents to Britain and other countries. Britain was not the only nation to 

partake in this rescue operation as Kindertransports also reached Sweden, Holland, France and 

Belgium. These refugee children are today known as the Kinder and most of them originated 

from the German Reich, which by late 1938 included Austria and the Sudetenland (previously 

part of Czechoslovakia). A few, however, came from Danzig and therefore they had Polish 

heritage.   

The Kinder had a variety of religious, social, political, and cultural backgrounds. Some came 

from Orthodox households, some were assimilated Jews who only attended Synagogue on 

High Holidays, while others were labelled as “non-Aryans” even though they had converted to 

Christianity. Some Kinder did not think of themselves as being Jewish. It was not unusual for 

Kinder to be unaware of their Jewish heritage if they had been brought up as Christians and 

had attended Church. Some Kinder came from affluent families while others were from more 

modest backgrounds. Their parents also had a variety of jobs ranging from lawyers, maids, 

doctors, publishers to mothers who ran the household. The Kinder had both Jewish and non-

Jewish friends. They had lived varied lives in their homelands but this soon came to an end.  



Before the Kinder left, they packed many different objects both practical and sentimental. 

These included clothes, dolls, photographs, and religious objects. The Kinder were not allowed 

to take valuables such as jewels out of the country, but some parents would hide them in their 

children’s clothing. The children said farewell to their loved ones and were given labels to wear 

around their necks; these labels correlated to their suitcases. The children boarded trains from 

Germany, Austria, or Czechoslovakia to Holland where they were given a warm welcome and 

hot chocolate. Then they boarded a ferry from the Hook of Holland to Harwich in Britain before 

travelling by train to Liverpool Street Station in London. Some Polish Kinder arrived in 1939 

aboard the packet steamer Warszawa from Gdynia. Around 20 children made their way to 

Sweden via plane. As the children started out on their journeys, they left families behind who 

struggled, as did the children, with the pain of separation. Their Jewish parents and siblings 

still living in the German Reich faced desperate attempts to emigrate. Often, these attempts 

were not successful, and many Kinder lost entire families in the Holocaust. 

When the Kinder arrived in Britain, they were looked after by foster families, or lived in 

hostels, in boarding schools, on farms, or with their extended family. Not all the Kinder found 

homes immediately. Some went to Dovercourt Refugee Camp (a former holiday camp) where 

they were housed until further arrangements could be made. For example, some foster families 

came to this Camp to choose a child to look after. The Kinder were placed with different 

families from a variety of religious, social, and economic backgrounds. Kinder found new 

homes across the British Isles from London, to Nottingham, to Glasgow, to County Down in 

Northern Ireland. They had to adapt to a new way of life in terms of new schools, new families, 

new social customs, and new religious surroundings as well as different types of food. They 

also had to learn a new language: English. Some of the Kinder later journeyed to America, 

Canada, Australia and New Zealand, and some of these transports went via Britain. 

The Kinder needed religious support so arrangements were made for Jewish teachers to visit 

them. A subcommittee of the Central British Fund worked with the Joint Emergency 

Committee for Religious Education of Jewish Evacuated Children, and the Liberal and Reform 

organisations. Unfortunately, not all Kinder could attend classes and some teachers could not 

travel to remote places. Some Kinder were not housed near to the local Jewish community and 

therefore it was difficult for them to attend religious festivals or regularly speak with a Rabbi. 

A Christian sub-committee was also set up to support Kinder from Christian backgrounds. 

Some Kinder were also housed in monasteries and convents. As the war progressed it was 

difficult to keep track of where the Kinder were housed, especially during the Blitz and 

evacuation. Some Kinder would be housed with many different foster families as their 

circumstances changed. One Kind for example moved as many as four times. Some children 

even ran away from their foster parents because they were ill-treated.  

As the war progressed and fears of invasion increased, some Kinder were classified as “Type 

B or C Enemy Aliens” by the British Government. Their identities became problematic, 

especially in the case of the Kinder from Germany. Along with many other refugees, 1,000 

Kinder were placed in British internment camps, such as those on the Isle of Man. In the 1940s, 

hundreds of Kinder also travelled to other host nations such as Canada and Australia. They 

travelled not as refugees, however, but as internees. Very few Kinder were able to re-migrate 

to places such as America and New Zealand during the war itself.  Therefore, Britain became 

a transit country as well as a place of later settlement. Living through this period was traumatic 

for many refugee children. About 1,000 Kinder, when they turned 18, joined the Pioneer Corps 

of the British Army, 30 of them lost their lives. Their identities would shift from innocent 

refugee child, to Enemy Alien, to Friendly Alien, to Survivor, then to Citizen. Many Kinder 



have expressed how painful it was for them to be rejected by their adapted country and being 

arrested by those they regarded as friends.  

The Kinder have gone on to have careers, get married, and have families of their own. After 

the war, many wrote letters to the Red Cross to establish what had happened to their loved 

ones. Some were reunited with their parents, while others would never see them again. The 

Kinder have been instrumental in bringing memory of the Kindertransport into the public 

sphere because they held the first reunions, they have written books, and they also give talks 

about their experiences to school children and the wider public.  


