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ANTHONY GRENVILLE, Jewish Refugees from Germany and Austria in
Britain 1933–1970: Their Image in AJR Information (London: Valentine
Mitchell, 2010), xvi + 286 pp. ISBN 978 0 85303 842 9 £45.00 (hard-
back) ISBN 978 0 85303 852 8 £19.95 (paperback)

The prosaic numbers are known rather well. By the outbreak of the
European war in September 1939, more than 74,000 Germans,
Austrians, and German-speaking citizens of Czechoslovakia had fled
their respective countries since Hitler’s ‘seizure of power’ in 1933 and
found shelter in Britain. Bewildered, stateless, and uprooted from the
world of stable security, they were often barely able to communicate
in the language of their host nation, and in many cases were without
any means or support from relatives and friends. The refugees, like so
many others who had fled to the United States, South America, Tur -
key, and elsewhere, had lost almost everything they cherished.
However, they were united in their opposition to, and hatred of, the
ruthless Nazi dictatorship and grateful to a society whose generosity
had literally saved their lives. People from other European countries,
mainly Jews, were soon to follow. Apart from the United States, Brit -
ain gave refuge to more of the oppressed and persecuted from Cen tral
Europe than any other single country in the world. Eventually, about
50,000 of them decided to stay on and settle in Britain permanently.

Modern scholarship, to all intents and purposes, discovered this
extraordinary exodus of German-speaking refugees to Britain in 1988
after the publication of Marion Berghahn’s pioneering study Con tin -
ental Britons.1 Thereafter, historians and social scientists in Britain,
Ger many, Austria, and the United States analysed and described
practically every aspect of that emigration, more forced than not,
whose revolting underlying causes had failed to stir and unite world
opinion in protest. So, today, we have at our disposal a glittering
array of studies that depict extensively not only one of the great
human tragedies of the twentieth century, but also the hardships and
deprivations countless individuals had to suffer. In their entirety, the
published works make up an impressive memorial for posterity to
celebrate the lives and achievements of a distinctive group of people
who were among the earliest victims of totalitarian despotism. 

1 Marion Berghahn, Continental Britons: German-Jewish Refugees from Nazi Ger -
many (Oxford, 1988).
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More than twenty years after Marion Berghahn’s path-breaking
survey, the Germanist Anthony Grenville, son of Jewish refugees
from Vienna and former lecturer at various English universities,
thought it was time to take stock in the light of recent research by
recounting the life stories of his parents and their fellow-refugees.
However, he ingeniously shifts the focus of his narrative away from
the often-told story of the exodus, with all its dramatic particulars, to
the long and, in many cases, rather arduous process of the refugees’
assimilation and integration into their host society after arrival in
Britain. Consequently, the emphasis of Grenville’s book lies clearly
on the years after 1939 and then, in particular, on the austere two
decades after the end of hostilities in Europe. In the vast majority of
cases, this process with its many facets was a success story. But
Grenville does not deny the fact that there was also a tiny minority
among the refugees who nurtured a resentment that Britain had
admitted them grudgingly and that British society had hardly gone
out of its way to make them feel welcome, and who therefore pre-
served a sense of alienation and marginality. Grenville concludes his
in triguing account, somewhat arbitrarily, with a chapter on the for-
mer refugees’ lives in Britain in the more affluent 1960s.

The welcome result of Grenville’s endeavours is a comprehensive
social history of the thousands of German-speaking Jews from Cen -
tral Europe in Britain, spanning nearly four decades, lucidly struc-
tured, and written with both empathy and scholarly objectivity. As
an introduction to this remarkable story, Grenville gives an outline of
the Jewish exodus from Germany and Austria between 1933 and
1939, followed by chapters on the refugees’ fate during the war, their
situation as British citizens after 1945, and the relationship between
the ‘Continentals’, established Anglo-Jewry, and their Brit ish neigh-
bours. After that, and this is actually the book’s core, there is a long
chapter on the refugees’ successful efforts to integrate into Brit ish
society up to the mid 1950s. This is supplemented by the author’s
observations on the peculiar refugees’ culture and pattern of settle-
ment up to about 1970. In this context Grenville does not let slip the
opportunity to discuss the fascinating issue of the refugees’ sense of
identity. While there was not the slightest doubt whatsoever that
their loyalty belonged to King and host country, their answer to the
tormenting as well as persistent question: who are we, the new
arrivals in a foreign country? was, to say the least, ambivalent. Of
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course, the overwhelming majority of refugees were eager to inte-
grate socially and professionally by learning the language of their
host country, by Anglicizing their names and celebrating afternoon
tea. Nevertheless, they adamantly retained some of the familiar cus-
toms of their former lives—and, indeed, never got rid of them com-
pletely. Most refugees, moreover, re-established contacts and per-
sonal links with their countries of origin shortly after the end of the
war, and even went there for holidays. However, only a handful
decided to return permanently. With their sons and daughters,
writes Grenville, that peculiar Central European social culture of
their parents ‘in subsequent decades was gradually but inevitably to
dwindle and disappear from the areas of British life that the refugees
had inhabited and enriched’ (pp. 263–4).

Before this generational change, the former refugees had
launched an unprecedented initiative. Fittingly, Grenville concludes
his account by referring to the establishment of the ‘Thank-You
Britain’ Fund in 1963, administered by the British Academy to the
present day. Among the patrons of the Fund, designed to promote
learning, were luminaries such as Lord Lionel Robbins, Sir Isaiah
Berlin, and Professor Sir Ernest B. Chain and Professor Sir Hans
Krebs, the two refugees from Nazism who had won Nobel Prizes by
1964. The original target of the Fund’s organizing committee was to
raise between £40,000 and £60,000. In the end, the contributions
amounted to more than £96,000, or nearly one million pounds in to -
day’s money. It should be noted that some of the former refugees
donated the ‘restitution payments’ which they had received from the
West German and, rather belatedly, Austrian governments since the
1950s.

Grenville’s main source for his appraisal of a crucial chapter in
Anglo-German history in the twentieth century is the monthly jour-
nal AJR Information, founded in January 1946 by the Association of
Jewish Refugees. Its articles, obituaries, letters to the editor, and per-
sonal and commercial advertisements offer a unique wealth of ma ter -
ial, hitherto untapped, on issues that had concerned the refugees
individually and collectively since their arrival in Britain. This unri-
valled source on the refugees’ lives is supplemented by autobiogra-
phies, memoirs, and interviews, thus creating a lively picture of a cul-
turally and intellectually vibrant community which has now almost
completely vanished as a distinctive group in British society.
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Almost—because the London-based Association of Jewish Refugees,
founded as early as 1941 to represent the interests of Jews from the
German-speaking lands in Britain, is still a vigorous organization, an
outstanding remnant of dark times. Several attempts over past years
to drop the term ‘Refugees’ from its designation were stubbornly
rejected. And when a witty correspondent of the AJR Infor ma tion sug-
gested adding at least a.D. (außer Dienst = retired) to ‘Refu gees’, he
could be sure of a laugh but not of much approval.
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