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Abstract 

The twentieth century has been called the century of the refugee. The sheer 

size, scope and persistence of refugee movements was a defining feature of 

that century because at no other time in history have people so regularly been 

forced to flee their homes in search of safety. The plight of refugees - both in 

their flight from home and in their search for a place of exile - is suggestive of 

the power of ideas about identity in deciding who belongs and who is 

displaced, stateless and alien. 

This study explores the significance of these ideas about identity through a 

case study of the arrival, settlement and experiences of two groups of 

Spanish and central European refugee children in Britain between 1937 and 

1945. It begins by tracing a discourse on Englishness that betrays a 

contemporary concern for the future survival of the English nation and goes 

on to investigate how these concerns shaped negotiations for the arrival of 

refugee children. The principal aim of these negotiations, it is argued, was to 

ensure the protection of English national identity. 

The specific form of protection required varied according to the specific group 

of children under discussion and was based on stereotypical representations 

of the two groups of children. These representations of the children inscribed 

them with identities, measured them against the qualities of Englishness and 

justified the intervention of government in order to guarantee the continued 

health, peace and prosperity of England. For the Spanish/Basque children the 

government priority was to protect national health and the political stability of 

national life. For the Jewish children the aim of government policy was not to 

stimulate anti-Semitism by exceeding the national 'absorptive capacity'. The 

resulting carefully controlled settlement of the children, drawn up with various 

refugee agencies and covering housing, health and education, is analysed in 

detail throughout this study. 

In this study attention is also given to the role that the children's cultural and 



educational capital played in their adaptation to exile. It analyses how children 

were able to adapt to their experiences in exile by drawing on their own 

cultural and educational agency. In doing so it questions accounts of 

migration that focus on assimilation and explores instead the hybrid identities 

that were developed by refugee children who became adept at negotiating 

with the culture of Englishness. 
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Introduction 

In the 1990s, the construction, content and significance of national identity has 

become a matter for lengthy and contentious debate. The multifaceted 

processes of globalisation, the expansion of the European Union and devolution 

for Scotland and Wales are just some of the long-term political, economic and 

constitutional developments whose cumulative effect has been to destabilise 

the notion of a single and essential 'British national identity'. Judging from the 

work of academics across a range of disciplines, the idea of a natural and self

evident British national identity is being replaced by a focus on Multiple or 

Fractured Identities whose history, articulation and interaction are exhaustively 

debated and discussed. 1 In the 1990s the question of identity also features 

prominently in political rhetoric. Under the rubric of 'third way modernisation' 

Tony Blair's Labour Government is attempting to refashion Britishness, to 

synthesise 'old British values' with 'a new British confidence'.2 In a similar vein, 

William Hague's Conservative opposition now stand as self-proclaimed 

'champions of the British Way' that encompasses charity, tolerance, fairness 

and generosity.3 This newly transparent politics of identity can also be traced in 

the growing number of policy studies, think tank reports and surveys that 

indicate the way in which people conceptualise their identity is in a state of flux.4 

Notions of home and abroad, difference and diversity, memory and loss are 

being rethought, reconfigured and negotiated in complex ways throughout post

modern societies whose defining characteristics are, according to the 

sociologist Stuart Hall, 'discontinuity, fragmentation, rupture and dislocation'.5 

Exactly how these changes in perceptions of identity should be interpreted and 

precisely what long term consequences they may have is a matter of 

considerable political, popular and academic debate on which there seems little 

prospect of consensus. To take just one example, national identity has become 

a contentious subject in debates surrounding education policy.6 Successive 

authors have argued that the loss of an 'English working class' or 'white British' 

identity is a prominent causal factor of racism in schools? As the Chief 

Executive of the School Curriculum and Assessment Authority, Dr, Nicholas 

Tate is arguably the most influential of those commentators and educationists to 



have linked schools racism with a loss of national identity. Tate has argued that 

'racism, jingoism and the lack of identity and collective self-esteem which 

underlie them' can be effectively challenged by teaching schoolchildren the 

'cultural traditions of England and the British lsles'.8 By way of contrast, the 

'English, white and Christian' narrative of the nation that John Haviland sees as 

embodied in the National Curriculum has been widely viewed as problematic in 

a multicultural society.9 David Gill born, for example, has argued that rather than 

curing racism 'the notion of a shared British culture (religion and tradition) acts 

as a substitute for the idea of separate "races" ' and discriminates against pupils 

from minority backgrounds.1° For the purposes of this study, what is significant 

in this educational debate is that all sides implicitly agree there has been an 

unprecedented loss of identity that poses fundamental questions about the 

future of the nation-state and national identity in the era of globalisation and the 

European Union. However, the assumed novelty of debates surrounding the 

loss of identity is an assumption that does not stand up to historical scrutiny. 

Debates on the consequences of a perceived loss of identity are not new. For 

even the most cursory glance at recent national histories offers conclusive 

evidence that questions surrounding the construction and significance of identity 

have been a matter of concern in British society for at least three centuries. 11 As 

a result of technological innovation, the desire for economic and political 

expansion, migration and recurrent tensions in both domestic and international 

relations, the processes whereby nations and national identities are constructed 

have a long and complex history. Without even an elementary understanding of 

this history, it is unlikely that the contemporary debates surrounding notions of 

identity will be understood, more unlikely still that they might be satisfactorily 

resolved. Of course, this study does not set out deliberately to provide answers 

to contemporary political and educational debates. What it does attempt to do is 

investigate some of those processes through which national, cultural and ethnic 

identities were constructed in Britain between 1937 and 1945 and to evaluate 

the effect of these processes on two groups of refugee children in exile during 

that period. 

This study aims to explore some of the issues surrounding the construction and 

significance of national identity through a case study of the arrival, settlement 
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and experiences of two groups of refugee children in Britain between 1937 and 

1945. These children came firstly from Spain and the independent Basque 

republic of Euzkadi , where German experiments with civilian bombing during 

the Spanish Civil War resulted in the evacuation of four thousand children to 

camps, hostels and homes across Britain in the spring of 1937. Nearly ten 

thousand more young , predominantly Jewish, refugees from Germany, Austria 

and Czechoslovakia followed between December 1938 and September 1939. 

Taken together these two groups of refugees, all below sixteen years of age 

and all leaving family and home behind, numbered some fourteen thousand. 

Their presence in Britain was testimony not only to the growing belligerence of 

European fascism but also to the increasingly brutal persecution of Jews by the 

German National Socialists. As such, the young exiles were amongst the 

earliest victims of the fascist dictators and harbingers of a world war that 

created an unprecedented forty million refugees in Europe alone.12 

This study does not however, reconstruct the experiences of these children in 

order to illuminate areas of international relations or speculate on their political 

symbolism. Nor is the aim to simply narrate the experiences of these children, 

important tasks of historical reconstruction that have already begun.13 Instead 

this study sees the arrival of Spanish and Jewish refugee children in Britain as 

particular instances of refugee settlement in which questions of national identity 

were central for understanding both the arrival of refugee children and their 

experiences of migration. It follows that the starting point for this study is not so 

much what happened but rather how the arrival of these children was 

understood at the time. 

In exploring this broad question, this study consistently describes and evaluates 

a way of looking at, and understanding the world, in predominantly national 

terms. So whilst this is ostensibly a comparative study of refugee children, it is 

also an investigation into how historical notions ·Of nation and identity helped 

shape the reception and settlement of refugee children in Britain. Simply put the 

task here is to explore how, in the past, ideas about national identity helped 

shape the arrival, settlement and education of refugee children in Britain. Some 

elaboration on three key concepts that will punctuate the text throughout this 

study- national identity, the relationships between identity, refugees and 
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education, and the importance of social theory in the writing of history- act as 

introductory remarks to the issues with which this study engages. 

National Identity 

With some obvious exceptions, recent literature on nations and identity have 

proceeded from similar methodological starting points.14 Taking just two of the 

early and influential texts, Eric Hobsbawm's and Terence Ranger's The 

Invention of Tradition (1983) and Benedict Anderson's Imagined Communities 

(1983) proceed on the shared assumption that identities are imagined, invented 

or constructed through a complex set of social and political processes. As 

Hobsbawm puts it 'the "nation", with its associated phenomena: nationalism, the 

nation-state, national symbols, histories and the rest' are 'exercises in social 

engineering which are often deliberate and always innovative'.15 This emphasis 

on innovation and fabrication was an important new perspective for historians 

who had previously accepted nations and nationalism as natural and secure 

essences so that even the eminent A.J.P. Taylor could write of Englishness in 

1965 as, 'peaceful and civilised ... tolerant, patient and generous'.16 1n the 1990s, 

however, the common theme of most new historical literature on nationalism 

has been a recognition that nations are, in the words of Geoffrey Cubitt, 'elusive 

and indeterminate, perpetually open to contest, to elaboration and to 

imaginative reconstruction'. 17 As well as stimulating a general recognition of the 

complexity of historical questions surrounding ideas of nation and identity, the 

work of Hobsbawm and Ranger and Anderson had two, more specific, 

methodological legacies. 

The specific methodological significance of both studies stems from their joint 

emphasis on the deliberate production of cultural nationalism and from their 

willingness to engage with social theory order to interpret the social activities 

and processes newly identified as important in the development of national 

identities. As a result, the historical study of nations and nationalism has 

become simultaneously both more empirical and theoretical. Empirically, a 

whole new range of previously marginalised social activities, cricket, cinema 

and music for example, have been identified by studies that seek to plot the 

construction and development of national identities.18 In addition, new kinds of 
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evidence, particularly in the form of visual artefacts, are consulted in an 

increasing number of historical studies.19 Pioneering in this respect was Linda 

Colley's Britons ( 1992) whose study of the development of British ness was one 

of the first works of mainstream history to pay serious scholarly attention to the 

visual presentation of national identity.20 Though Colley acknowledges no 

specific theoretical debt, it is hard to believe that her use of visual evidence to 

uncover an iconography of national identity was not in someway influenced by 

the use of social theory, an issue that is discussed in more detail below.21 

For the moment, however, it is important to note that this study takes its 

methodological starting point from these and other social histories of national 

identity. It acknowledges the complexity and fluidity of nations and identities and 

accepts Peter Dodd's argument that British national identity has always been 

'heterogeneous rather than pure; incomplete rather than monumentally 

finished'.22 It attempts to outline this complexity and fluidity by tracing the 

influence of national identity on two areas of social policy, immigration and 

education, which were particularly important in shaping the experiences of 

young refugees in Britain. 

Until now, historians of minority communities and immigration and refugee law 

have largely ignored the development of a refugee policy specifically for 

unaccompanied children in the inter-war years?3 Where the development of this 

child refugee policy has been recognised and the arrival of the children 

recorded, it is treated in either wholly descriptive terms or as an interesting 

footnote not worthy of detailed explanation. 24 Given that historians have studied 

individual groups of refugee children, rather than taking either a broader period 

of study or a comparative approach, there has been a tendency to accept the 

idea that policy for refugee children has always been 'reactive rather than 

planned', a specific response to exceptional circumstances.25 However, a 

comparative approach of Spanish and Jewish children allows the possibility of 

exploring how decisions to admit and control the settlement of unaccompanied 

refugee children in Britain were taken against a consistent set of policy goals. 

Those goals, like those of 'alien immigration' policy more broadly in this period, 

were to protect English national identity and to ensure that England remained 

politically stable and in good economic and public health. As will become clear 
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during the course of this study, both the selection of children for exile in Britain 

and the way in which they were settled and controlled says much about the 

power of dominant perceptions of national identity to shape policy for refugees. 

Identity, refugees and education. 

As far as the relationship between education policy and national identity is 

concerned, historians of education have commonly seen the growth of state 

schooling as a mechanism for promoting a sense of loyalty and patriotism to 

Britain. Following the work of Mackenzie and Mangan and others it is now 

commonplace to accept that Victorian and Edwardian schooling promoted 

patriotism and good citizenship amongst its pupils in a number of more or less 

discrete ways?6 The inculcation of national values was attempted both in the 

content of individual subjects, particularly history and geography, and in the 

celebration of Empire Day, an annual display of devotion to what Pamela Horn 

has called the 'Holy Trinity of Empire, Citizenship and Patriotism'.27 More 

recently, historical analysis has extended to consider the everyday artefacts of 

the classroom, wallcharts, timelines and rulers for example, in order to 

investigate how the 'material culture of schooling' contributes to the making of 

national identity_28 Despite this research, however, the current historiography of 

national identity and education has at least three serious weaknesses. 

First, of the historical research that has examined the relationship between the 

growth of national identity and schooling, the vast majority has concentrated on 

the period most readily associated with imperialism. The reasons for this are 

quite obvious. Between the late 1880s and 1914 there was widespread and 

supreme confidence in the civilising mission of Imperial Britain. Social 

Darwinism and a particular sense of Christian duty allied with an unswerving 

belief in political, economic and social progress made British society a 

particularly chauvinistic one in this period. Given. the symbiotic relationship 

between education and wider cultural trends, a study of education in this, the 

'Age of Empire', represents particularly fertile ground for historians.29 However, 

relatively little is known about the same relationship in the more ambiguous 

period after the First World War when, arguably, Englishness was reshaped 

according to rather more domestic and homely precepts.30 This study goes 
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someway to addressing this omission by detailing the educational debate on 

good citizenship that ran from around 1918 to 1944, when the Education Act 

helped define Englishness predominantly in terms of its Christianity. This 

debate on the characteristics and qualities of the good citizen both crystallised 

many of the themes evident in the wider discussions on Englishness and 

formed the context in which refugee children went to school. It intersected with, 

and shaped discussions about, the settlement and assimilation of refugee 

children in Britain and how education policy could contribute towards this 

process. In short, this study uses the inter-war educational debate on the good 

citizen as a way of exploring the relationship between compulsory state 

schooling and the development of a specific sense of national identity. 

A second weakness in the existing literature on the relationship between 

national identity and education is its treatment of migrant children in general, 

and of refugee children in particular. Existing research into the experiences of 

'alien' children in British classrooms is limited, and in the case of refugee 

children, non-existent. There exists no detailed historical study into the 

schooling of refugee children in Britain at all. For the period between 1914 and 

1945, when Belgian, French, Spanish, Serbian, Russian and Central European 

children (to name only the largest groups) entered Britain, the absence of such 

a study is a notable weakness in the British history of education. Even the 

voluminous literature on education in the Second World War has little to say on 

the education of young refugees. The standard educational work on this period 

in Britain, P.H.J .H. Gosden's Education in the Second World War(1976), makes 

no mention of the Jewish children studied in this thesis, whilst Roy Lowe's 

edited volume on the same period entirely ignores the presence of any refugee 

children in Britain or elsewhere.31 Yet the educational experiences of these 

children are important. On numerical grounds alone, the education of perhaps 

twenty thousand young refugees (precise figures are not available) is a 

significant but absent chapter in the history of education in Britain. However, the 

continued presence of refugee children in British schools provides another 

compelling reason for uncovering the history of refugee children in British 

schools. 

Education is now recognised as a crucial experience for refugees in helping 
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them to cope with experiences of persecution, loss, trauma and cultural change. 

Contemporary studies have shown how education provides refugee children 

with an important element of stability and offers the opportunity of helping 

children understand the violent scenes they may have witnessed.32 Jill Rutter 

argues that in the case of unaccompanied refugee children, between 250 and 

500 of whom arrive in Britain every year, the school is even more important.33 

Without familial support such children are dependent on schools for both 

practical advice and in facilitating contact with other pupils from the same 

culture. Yet the crucial importance of schooling to refugee children is rarely 

recognised and contemporary funding for their needs woefully inadequate. In 

part this ignorance and lack of support stems from the current dearth of 

historical research into these issues. Coulby and Jones refer, for example, to 

the 'equally fallacious' views that refugee children are both a 'temporary 

phenomenon and a new one'.34 Of course, refugee children are neither transient 

nor novel, but because of its 'propensity to learn little of its own history', the 

education system in Britain continues to employ policies that may be irrelevant, 

inadequate or positively harmful to refugees in classrooms. 35 It is important 

therefore that researchers attempt to gain greater understanding of the 

historical experiences of refugee children in Britain so that effective policies and 

services may be devised to meet the needs of the twenty six thousand such 

children currently in British schools.36 

A third weakness in current histories of the relationship between identity and 

education, and one of the issues addressed in this study, is the absence of 

studies that seek to evaluate the effectiveness of policies of assimilation. There 

is a widespread tendency amongst historians who have seen education as a 

mechanism for imposing cultural identities to assume that it has been more or 

less successful. In fact little is known about the effectiveness of lessons 

designed to imbue children, indigenous or migrant, with a sense of national 

identity and patriotism. How children come to form and develop a sense of 

nationhood is a process that historians have mostly either ignored or simply 

accepted as unproblematic.37 As Paul Goalen has recently argued however, it is 

unsatisfactory to simply assume that textbook 'messages were quietly absorbed 

by a passive audience'.38 In fact some historians have recently recognised that 

not all children have come to share the dominant sense of British patriotism 
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taught in schools. Anna Davin, for example, in her study of London schooling 

between 1870 and 1914, explains that there were 'alien' children who, despite 

being subjected to a process of Anglicisation , 'learnt their lesson imperfectly, or 

who rejected it, or were themselves rejected as misfits'.39 However, Davin does 

not pursue this observation and , like other historians, fails to discuss the 

process of identity formation in those children marginalised by the dominant 

culture. Yet without these histories of exclusion or opposition, the historical 

record is incomplete and the contemporary understanding of identity formation 

may be flawed . Indeed in one of the few exceptions to the general scene of 

historical neglect described here, Maxine Schwartz Seller provides good 

reasons for questioning the existing uncritical acceptance of the link between 

education and identity formation. 

In an important journal article for the history of refugee education Schwartz 

Seller examined the experiences of Jewish refugees interned in Britain during 

the Second World War.40 With little outside help and few educational resources 

the internees were able to develop a rich cultural and educational life. Camp 

universities, children 's schools, newspapers, lectures and concerts were the 

concrete results of the refugees' educational activity that helped them not just to 

cope with their internment but also their forthcoming life of exile. In short, 

education was the mechanism used by the internees to adapt to the new life 

that their experiences of persecution, loss and exile entailed. In particular, 

education was utilised to prepare for and cope with changes in an individual's 

identity that were often violent and sudden. Seller's article raised two key points. 

First, it showed that identities in the past were not always fixed and bounded but 

were liable, in certain circumstances, to change. Second, that in coming to a 

new understanding of their own identity, of their own position in a new society, 

refugees in the past had engaged actively with education and utilised it to fulfil 

their own needs. Yet there has been little consideration of independent 

educational activity that fosters flexible identities. Instead, as already stated, 

children in the past have been implicitly designated as passive consumers of 

educational programmes that mould their identity in a simple linear process. 

These uncritical assumptions about identity formation and the role that 

education can play in the process have, moreover been powerful in helping to 

shape contemporary education policy.41 This study addresses some of these 
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issues by paying attention to the type of cultural capital that children brought 

with them into exile, examining its deployment in a range of situations and 

evaluating the importance of this cultural capital for shaping cultural identity. 

Turning to consider the reasons for the current paucity of research into both the 

history of refugee children in British schools and the relationship between 

schooling and cultural identity certain practical problems associated with their 

study may be significant. It might be suggested, for example, that concrete 

problems of data collection and interpretation have obstructed the emergence of 

histories that record the socialisation of children into national communities. In 

the growing historical literature on identity formation there is still a paucity of 

studies that investigate how children come to perceive and understand 

themselves as members of international, national or local communities. One of 

the reasons for this is the problem of access to the requisite historical data. 

While ideas about the meaning of childhood are evident in art, literature and 

advice books for parents, Hugh Cunningham is right to argue that 'seeking to 

recapture the emotional quality of the lives of children' presents 'formidable 

hurdles'. 42 Yet, as this study tries to show, these hurdles are not 

insurmountable. Though the historical data on refugee children may be 

incomplete and sometimes problematic, there is sufficient evidence available to 

at least begin considering their experiences in Britain. 

Children do, for example write diaries, letters and reports that can give the 

historian a valuable insight into their perception of themselves and the world 

around them. Of course such written documents require a standard of literacy 

that, historically speaking, only a minority of children possess. Yet the written 

word is not the only source of documentary evidence that children produce. 

Nicholas Stargardt has shown how children's paintings in the Holocaust may be 

usefully analysed as a moral and emotional map to children's lives in the past.43 

In a similar manner, this study has been enriched by an analysis of pictures 

drawn by some of the youngest Spanish children to arrive in Britain in 1937. 

These pictures record in detail the bombing of Northern Spain and, by drawing 

specifically German aeroplanes, the children betray a mature awareness of both 

the Civil War in Spain and wider international relations. With both mediums, 

however, the historians' usual prudence should not be abandoned simply 
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because the writers are children. In this study collections of letters from refugee 

children after their return to Spain have clearly been censored, while a hostel 

set up for Central European girls produced a collective diary, neatly illustrated 

and written, that was wholly for the consumption of would be sponsors. So such 

material clearly has shortcomings. Nevertheless they are shortcomings that oral 

history has the potential to partially offset. 

The practice of oral history, of recording people's memories and life stories, has 

been crucial to the growth of social history. By talking directly to historical 

subjects, to the people who made history, whole new areas of research have 

opened up, previously ignored lives remembered and marginalised groups 

recognised. To take just the most pertinent example, oral testimony has been 

an integral part of those refugee histories that have already been written. Adrian 

Bell's narrative account of the Spanish children in Britain was, for example, 

organised around an extensive number of oral testimonies, as was Barry 

Turner's study of the Central European refugee children.44 This study selectively 

draws from both the oral testimonies in these studies and from collections of 

oral histories deposited in various local and national archives. As far as the 

Spanish children are concerned, a total of twelve testimonies are recorded in 

the Ship of Hope series held in the Hammersmith and Fulham Local History 

Centre and in the 'Spanish Civil War' collection held in the Imperial War 

Museum. The latter also holds 'Britain and the Refugee Crisis 1933-1945', an 

important resource for any historian of refugee lives in this period, that has in 

excess of twenty testimonies recorded by former refugee children from Central 

Europe. The Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery has a similar, though smaller 

collection, and in order to focus on issues specific to this study, four in-depth 

recordings were made with former refugee children as part of the research for 

this study. As might be expected, these testimonies reveal a diversity of 

experiences but one persistent theme, for both Spanish and Central European 

refugee children, is that of identity. Some are proud to report that they feel at 

home in England, many more describe a sense of rootlessness, others report 

that they have found Englishness an elusive quality. In any case, identity was 

firmly on the agenda in most oral, and nearly all written, testimonies. 

Consequently, the direction and conclusions of this study have been shaped, 

though not wholly determined by, these reflections. 
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Suspicions about the validity of oral testimony as historical evidence remain.45 

There are arguably a number of problems both in the recording of interviews 

and in the way that people remember and interpret historical events. One 

particularly pertinent issue for this study is the danger of imputing contemporary 

feelings and insights into historical situations where they did not initially exist. 

The danger is increased when the area under discussion is as subjective and 

personal as that of identity. A full discussion of these issues has produced 

complete studies so here it is desirable to make only two comments.46 

First, on a general level, the ways in which individuals or groups make sense of 

the past is inherently an exercise in identity construction. People explain 

themselves, their present position by reference to some past events that are 

deemed to be significant. Their selection of these events and the social 

meaning given to them are an important area for research in terms of the 

development of both historical consciousness and social identities. In this 

sense, any study of identity formation in refugee children should, where 

possible, engage with oral history.47 

Second, in many oral testimonies former refugee children repeatedly remind 

listeners that a whole range of potential feelings, attitudes and actions were 

frustrated by more pressing concerns. With regard to this study, some refugee 

children undoubtedly felt homesick, isolated and confused. The feeling that they 

did not belong in Britain is sometimes made clear in both surviving diaries and 

more recent autobiographical accounts of refugee lives. More frequently 

however such feelings were repressed because 'one didn't have time' or 'one 

didn't want to appear ungrateful'. In short, oral history offers redress against 

social and economic conditions that militated against the articulation of cultural 

identity. 

Finally this study has involved analysis of visual evidence. It does so in the 

belief that the presentation of the refugee children to British society, through 

newspaper photographs, newsreel and documentary film, was an important 

factor in influencing responses to the children from people in Britain. However, 

historians have generally failed to respond to the methodological and 
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interpretative challenges that visual imagery presents. This failure was identified 

and discussed in the early 1990s by the late Raphael Samuel who argued that 

historians mistakenly took 'photographs on trust', treated them as 'transparent 

reflections of fact' and in the process ignored the 'elementary rules of our 

trade'.48 As Samuel saw it, the challenge was to develop a critical historical 

practice so that historians might begin to engage with photographs rather than 

treating them as unproblematic illustrations of the past. I an Grosvenor has 

recently taken up this challenge in his work on the history of education, whilst 

Caroline Brothers has engaged with a range of photographic images to 

construct a new narrative of the Spanish Civil War.49 This study of refugee 

children and national identity has also engaged critically with both photographic 

and documentary film. 50 What is beginning to emerge from this work is a critical 

historical practice in the use of visual imagery based on a shared understanding 

of the need to borrow from critical theory in order to make sense of 

photographs, films, documentaries and so on as a primary historical source. 

This discussion of critical theory anticipates a final area of introductory 

discussion; the relationship between history and social theory. 

History and social theory 

While the process of identity formation has traditionally been an area of 

research for social psychology this study engages with issues surrounding the 

formation of and reproduction of British national identity. It does so in the belief 

that the process of identity formation, while universal, is also culturally and 

historically specific in that the aims and forms of the process change over time 

and between cultures. 51 It follows therefore that there is a role for historical 

analysis to elaborate on these processes and to delineate the formation of, and 

changes in, cultural identity in any given society. 

At a philosophical level, the search for identity is .intimately bound up with the 

act of writing history. That is why the past three decades has seen the 

emergence of Black and feminist histories, histories of homosexuality and 

Diaspora groups. All such histories search to discover a community identity, a 

sense of self by reclaiming a past previously marginalised or ignored by a 

narrow historiography which viewed history exclusively in terms of dominant 
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national groups and, beyond that, class struggle. lain Chambers argues that this 

search for identity goes to the 'heart of the matter: history as an allegorical 

construction, as the constant return to the sense of our selves'.52 In seeing 

historical practice in this way, as intimately related to the formation of identity, 

Chambers and other contemporary historians have engaged in a dialogue with 

social theory.53 They have used the work of sociologists and cultural theorists to 

inform both the analysis and interpretation of collated historical data. This study 

follows this practice, not simply because of the paucity of historical research into 

identity formation positively encourages it, but also because, following Peter 

Burke, it is accepted that 'without the combination of history and theory we are 

unlikely to understand either the past or the present' .54 

Contemporary commentators on 'race' and identity have argued that all social 

and cultural groups are dependent on a narrative of the past. These narratives 

serve to explain the contemporary unity of the group and legitimise both current 

aspirations and future action . As Stuart Hall has argued 'identities are the 

names we give to the different ways we are positioned by, and position 

ourselves within, the narratives of the past' .55 Implicit in this are two important 

points that require further elaboration. 

First there exist narratives of the past with the power to position individuals and 

groups within society. In short, the argument goes that different groups within 

society may be positioned by 'dominant regimes of representation ' as 'subject, 

alien or other'. These regimes of representation are the result of an exercise of 

'cultural power' that constructs an ontological and epistemological framework 

that defines who and what constitutes the nation. 

Second, the emphasis on multiple narratives of the past indicate that these 

ideas of being and knowledge that define membership of the nation change 

over time. They are subject to what Hall calls the 'continuous play of history, 

culture and power'.56 In other words the definition of group identity, of 

nationhood is continually developing, taking on new elements, adapting to new 

conditions and thereby avoiding the danger of ossifying, becoming irrelevant 

and dying. 
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This study is concerned with issues surrounding identity, identity formation and 

nationality that have been central to political, academic and popular debate in 

1990s Britain. Much of the academic debate on questions of identity and 

nationality has emerged from the disciplines of cultural studies and sociology. 

This study engages with some of this writing in an attempt to unravel and 

explain the historical significance of identity, nationality and the processes of 

identity formation. It does so in the spirit of Peter Burke's characterisation of a 

good historian: 

To be open to new ideas, wherever they come from to be capable of 
adapting them to one's own purposes and of finding ways to test their 
validity might be said to be the mark of a good historian and a good 
theorist alike. 57 

This research seeks to discover to what extent these contemporary ideas on 

identity formation are applicable to the 1930s. It delineates a process whereby a 

dominant sense of English national identity was formed and re-produced in the 

media, in political discourse, in social and cultural tastes. It examines the ways 

that this dominant perception of nationhood shaped two key areas of social 

policy for the construction of nationhood, those of refugee and education policy. 

Crucially, this study offers some assessment of how this educational experience 

affected the lives of two groups of refugee children in Britain. In pursuing these 

themes this study divides into six chapters, the details of which provide some 

final introductory remarks and further indicate the content of this study on 

Englishness, Identity and Refugee Children in Britain, 1937 to 1945. 

Chapters one and two serve to contextualise the arrival of the children in a 

specific social and cultural milieu. This was a period in which ideas about the 

nation and about Englishness, though fluid, were of fundamental importance for 

understanding the world at large. It follows that it is necessary to unravel these 

ideas about nationality and national identity if government and popular attitudes 

towards refugee children are to be fully comprehended. It is important to make 

clear at the outset that the terms England/Englishness and Britain/Britishness 

are used interchangeably during this study, unless specifically indicated 

otherwise in the text. This is not to deny the complexity of the relationship 

between these terms, nor should it be taken as a rejection of the validity of the 
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'four nations history' encapsulated within the term 'Britain'.58 Rather, the usage 

adopted throughout this study reflects the widespread conflation, in England at 

least, of Englishness with British ness throughout the 1930s and 1940s. 59 

Chapter one begins by sketching some popular perceptions of Englishness in 

1930s Britain. It draws on a range of secondary literature on cinematic, literary 

and sporting tastes to explore the ways in which Englishness was presented, 

written about and represented, and sees Stanley Baldwin's famous political 

rhetoric as emblematic of period thinking about national identity. It traces this 

sense of Englishness in the inter-war educational debate on the qualities of the 

good citizen. Drawing on a range of educational literature- documents and 

reports emanating from the Board of Education , pedagogical handbooks, the 

campaigning activities of the Association for Education in Citizenship - chapter 

one notes how a debate on the appropriate teaching methods for good 

citizenship embodied wider debates on the qualities of Englishness. In a sense, 

this debate was settled in the 1944 Education Act that helped define national 

identity as Christian and specifically English.60 As chapter two serves to 

illustrate, a similar perception of national identity underpinned the negotiations 

for the entry of refugee children to Britain. 

Chapter two also serves to locate the arrival of the refugee children in Britain at 

a time when perceptions of national identity were guiding principles for a range 

of government policy in Britain, both at home and abroad.61 It illustrates the 

importance of national identity by highlighting the protection of England and 

Englishness as a guiding principle of alien and refugee policy. Through a 

detailed analysis of newspaper reports, parliamentary debates and government 

papers from both the Home and Foreign Offices it is argued here that in aiming 

to protect an essence called Englishness, government policy helped give shape 

and form to national identity. According to these discussions at least, the 

English were a kind, moderate healthy and homogeneous people. At the same 

time as defining and affirming Englishness, government refugee policy 

simultaneously helped to invent what was outside the national community, 'the 

Other' which structures all ideas of identity and difference. The political, social 

and educational processes through which 'the Other' is constructed and 

ascribed, often with 'racial' characteristics, are beginning to be elucidated and 
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explained by a number of historians. 52 Here, 'the Other' is used to explain the 

fears of government officials contemplating the arrival of children from different 

cultures. As chapters three, four and five all serve to illustrate in different ways, 

these children were also ascribed with 'race' identities that marked them as 

'aliens' existing outside of the national community. 

Chapter three continues exploring the importance of what it was to be English in 

the 1930s by analysing the representation of refugee children in two different 

media. Common to both areas of representation, however, is the absence of a 

realistic portrayal of the children's identity in order to assuage fears about the 

future of national identity following the arrival of refugee children. In the fund 

raising films produced to support the Spanish refugee children in Britain that 

other historians have entirely ignored, it is possible to read the ways in which 

children were presented to the British public with the qualities of Englishness in 

mind. In other words, the analysis of these films provides a concrete example of 

the way in which refugee children were ascribed with identities that were set 

against the imagined qualities of Englishness. However, such a reading is made 

possible only by developing methods for making sense of these films as 

historical evidence, and here this study makes a small contribution to 

developing critical historical practice in the use of visual evidence. Whilst films 

were also made of the Central European refugee children in Britain, their 

representation is examined in a different but complementary media. The private 

administrative processes of refugee agencies that recorded the arrival of the 

children, again entirely ignored by other historians, were an important method of 

ascribing the children with a 'race' identity. Ironically, the stated aim of the 

refugee agencies caring for these children was the transformation of the very 

identities their administrative processes had helped to create. As chapter five 

shows, this transformation relied on the assumed power of education to mould 

the identity of young refugee children. 

Chapters four and five of this study continue highlighting the fundamental 

importance of Englishness and its 'Others' by critically analysing policy that was 

devised to control the process of refugee settlement in Britain. Both chapters 

explore the ways in which the concern for Englishness manifested itself in 

education, housing and religious policy that would control, and therefore make 
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safe, the settlement of these children. Importantly, by paying particular attention 

to education these chapters also highlight the ways in which children were able 

to employ their own distinctive form of 'cultural capital' to shape their 

experiences of exile. These two chapters are complementary in that they 

explore similar areas of policy for settling refugee children. Yet the actual 

operation of these policies and their effects were differentiated according to the 

particular group of children being settled. 

Chapter four draws on newspaper reports, parliamentary debates, government 

papers, the remaining records of refugee agencies and the testimony of former 

refugee children. It also gives new prominence to medical literature, somewhat 

marginalised by previous historians of the Spanish children, and draws on 

hitherto unused documentary evidence from the Roman Catholic Church to 

argue that the methods of settling the children were based on specific ideas 

about Englishness and Spanish ness. The use of new documentary evidence 

and a re-reading of that previously used by historians leads to a more critical 

history of refugee settlement in Britain and highlights themes of ordered 

settlement and control that are missing from existing narrative accounts. It also 

gives due consideration to the way in which refugee policy attempted to impose 

an identity on the refugees which the children were, to some extent, able to 

resist by drawing on the cultural capital they brought with them into exile. 

Chapter five takes up and develops the themes of controlled settlement and 

resistance in a more detailed consideration of the experiences of children who 

were, or came to see themselves, as Jewish. This more detailed analysis is 

made possible both by the longer period of settlement originally envisaged for 

this group of children and by the greater range of documentary material that 

records the children's arrival, settlement and experiences in Britain. Here this 

study draws, once again, on newspaper reports, parliamentary debates, and 

Home Office papers but it also uses the records of local and national refugee 

agencies, the contemporary documents and retrospective testimonies from 

refugee helpers in different sections of the Anglo-Jewish community and, of 

course, from the children themselves. This range of documentary material 

facilitates a more comprehensive exploration of the way in which perceptions of 

national identity, affirmed in refugee and educational policy, helped shape the 
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processes of identity formation. 

Both the contemporary and retrospective accounts of those processes that the 

children have articulated help frame a concluding set of observations. In this 

concluding chapter four themes that consistently punctuate the text of this study 

are discussed. The first two- the relationships between identity and refugees 

and education and refugees -focus on the broad themes of this study. A third 

set of reflections are based around the relationship between social theory and 

the writing of history and a fourth, the state, philanthropy and the history of 

children locates this study within wider, and arguably more mainstream, 

historical disciplines. 
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Chapter One 

Englishness, Citizenship and Education, 1918-1944. 

An island fortress, England is fighting a war of redemption not only for Europe 
but for her own soul. Facing dangers greater than any her in her history she has 
fallen back on the rock of her national character.1 

Arthur Byrant, 1940. 

Introduction 

A central element of the argument put forward in this study is that the way in 

which people in England understood their national identity was a significant 

factor in shaping the experiences of refugee children in Britain. That is to say 

that those contemporary understandings of English characteristics and 

attributes helped shape the reception and education of Central European and 

Spanish refugee children in Britain. They are therefore a recurring theme in this 

study. This dominant sense of Englishness was based around a number of 

common themes- Christianity, moderation and fair play- that helped formulate 

policy, such as it existed, to 'deal with' both groups of refugees. It follows 

therefore that the first task of this argument, and the purpose of this chapter, is 

to examine the construction of English national identity in this period. 

Leaving aside those early post-war histories of Britain that use the concept of 

national identity entirely without reflection, there are, broadly speaking, two 

schools of historical thought on British/English national identity in the inter-war 

period.2 Simplifying only slightly, the first sees the 1914-18 war as either a 

watershed in British society or, at the very least, a period when long-term 

political, social and economic change accelerated and crystallised. One aspect 

of this transformation was a changing sense of nationality, a new, or at any rate 

a revised interpretation, of Britain and the British. In this view, the strident 

nationalism of pre-war society, the absolute belief in British superiority that 

justified and sustained the Empire, was mortally wounded, along with almost 

750,000 servicemen from the British Isles, on French battlefields and Turkish 

beaches.3 Half a million of these men were under thirty and this -the 'lost 
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generation' - left a deep emotional impact on post-war Britain, operating as a 

testimony to the appalling cost of warfare and to the consequences of excessive 

(German) militarism.4 In order to distance them from the folly of militarism the 

British, argues Paul Rich, re-invented themselves as English, substituting the 

imperialist and aggressive connotations of the former with the tranquil and 

peaceable associations of the latter.5 To use the musical analogy employed by 

Alun Hawkins, the expansionism implicit in Thompson's Rule Britannia was 

replaced by the domesticity of the 'green and pleasant land' evoked by Blake's 

Jerusalem- set to music in 1916 and widely recognised as a new national 

anthem by 1924.6 

A second interpretation of national identity in this period argues that the British 

saw themselves as an imperial people long after 1918 and thereby retained a 

world view which embraced 'a unique imperial status, cultural and racial 

superiority, and a common ground of national conceit on which most could 

agree'.7 In this view, the historical orthodoxy that identified a retreat into 

Englishness was dismissed as presentism or, in the case of later work, 

challenged as focusing on a intellectual culture that was unrepresentative of 

Britain as a whole.8 As a corrective, the Studies in Imperialism series edited by 

John MacKenzie purports to show how an imperial identity was reflected in a 

whole range of popular activities; in youth movements and the cinema, in 

children's literature and schools' curricula.9 In short, British society remained 

conscious of the Empire and the British people proudly and confidently Imperial. 

Methodological changes in the study of national identity over the past two 

decades make it possible to recognise the validity of both sides of this debate 

without appearing inconclusive. The discourse analysis of Michel Foucault has 

served to remind historians that so many of their basic tools of historical 

research, among them the concepts of nationhood and nationality, are 

historically specific inventions whose meaning is liable to change through time. 

This has prompted extensive research into the genealogy of nationality and 

national identity and thereby turned a once unproblematic notion into a vibrant 

area of historical research. Recent publications on Britishness are not only 

testimony to the vibrancy of this debate, but their very titles also indicate the 

extent to which historians have embraced the idea that nationality is culturally 
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constructed through a process Foucault termed 'discursive formation'. Consider 

for example, The Invention of Tradition (1983), The Making and Unmaking of 

British National Identity (1989), Britons: Forging the Nation (1992), A Union of 

Multiple Identities (1997), Great Britain: Identities, Institutions and the Idea of 

Britishness (1997) and Imagining Nations (1998).10 Taken together all these 

titles help confirm two key methodological points in regard to the study of 

national identity. First, they indicate that nationality and national identity are the 

products of processes of construction and invention. Second, they also suggest, 

most explicitly in the use of 'multiple identities', that such constructions are 

never permanent or fixed. Rather, the meaning of national identity has been 

continually contested and re-shaped throughout its history. Taking the inter-war 

period as an example, visions of a domestic Englishness sometimes competed 

with and were sometimes complementary to broader notions of the British 

Empire. 

Nonetheless, in so far as this chapter identifies with either of these 

constructions it is with that 'gentle' version of Englishness that stressed a 

uniquely moderate, honourable and perpetual national tradition that was 

visualised in images of an idealised rural landscape. While this was certainly not 

the only rendering of national identity current in British culture during the inter

war period, in terms of those refugee children who came to Britain in this period 

it was certainly the most dominant, enduring and influential. It was an identity 

and a world-view most famously articulated and epitomised by Stanley Baldwin 

who, for Roy Jenkins at least, was the 'most self-conscious countryman 

amongst British Prime Ministers .. .' whose favourite and most effective oratorical 

theme was 'the unchanging nature of English rural life' .11 The influence of this 

construction of national identity is traced in this chapter through three broad 

areas. 

First, a social and cultural overview of Britain between 1918 and 1944 explores 

a range of political, literary, artistic and media discourses in tracing a pastoral 

and gentle construction of Englishness. Following Foucault, it is accepted that 

the 'nation' and the 'people' did not exist as an objective social fact but were 

discursively formed, the product of the way society spoke about and visualised 

them. This chapter draws on a range of historical studies to identify a discourse 
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on Englishness in political debate, discussions on national health and in a range 

of leisure pursuits; literature, theatre, cinema, and sport. 

This broad discourse on Englishness was, like any other construction of 

nationality contingent on the identification of the 'Other' and a second theme of 

this chapter traces the classification of those 'aliens' whose difference 

simultaneously reflected English unity.12 This classification took place across a 

number of social and political sites but arguably the most important of these, as 

Dummett and Nicol have argued, was immigration and refugee policy.13 Indeed, 

the competing claims for greater immigration controls on one hand, and a 

greater degree of liberality - particularly with respect to refugees - on the other 

hand, might be taken as yet further evidence of the contested and fluid nature of 

national identity. 

The third and final area for investigation in this chapter is the effect that this 

homespun vision of Englishness had on education policy between 1918 and 

1944. In this period of rapid economic, social and political change there was 

widespread apprehension for the future of democracy in Britain and these fears 

were partly manifested in a persistent educational debate on the need for 

citizenship teaching in English schools. Derek Heater has suggested that, in the 

first half of the twentieth century at least, citizenship education has been almost 

exclusively national in character, offering a curriculum that presents specific 

versions of national identity- and particular narratives of national history- in 

the hope of securing social cohesion. 14 Given that both sets of refugee children 

spent varying amounts of time being taught in English schools, or under the 

influence of English schoolteachers, the resolution of this debate on citizenship 

is clearly an important area for research. 

The rationale for all three areas of analysis presented in this chapter, it bears 

remembering, is that a specific discourse of Englishness mediated the contact 

between English society and refugee children. In ·doing so, it fundamentally 

affected the experiences of those young exiles in Britain. 
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I. Englishness 1918-1944: A Social and Cultural Overview 

David Thompson has argued that 'the favourite prefix of the twenties in English 

politics as in international affairs was "re-". People wanted recovery and 

restoration , a "return to normalcy" '.15 What is made less explicit is that this 

political desire to return was a theme running through a range of social and 

cultural activities not only in the 1920s but throughout the 1930s and into 

discussions on post-war reconstruction in the 1940s. In literature, art and 

architecture, in fashion designs, popular films and music the past became 

reified as more stable, more secure and more pleasurable. As Paul Rich had 

argued , an integral part of this wistful celebration of the past was the process 

whereby the British were re-invented as English.16 The strident nationalism of 

the early Edwardian period , the triumphant belief in progress, civilisation and 

'racial' superiority was marginalised in favour of a gentle Englishness that was 

moderate, decent and honest but that was everywhere threatened. 17 Internal 

and external enemies - 'alien' politics, peoples and religions -the pace of 

industrial and social change - unemployment, industrialisation, the developing 

road network - all undermined national identity and harmony. Together, these 

twin threats gave rise to what might more accurately be seen as the two 

dominant themes of political and cultural discourse during this period; 

preservation and protection. 

Stanley Baldwin was the dominant political figure of the inter-war years, leading 

the Conservative Party for the fourteen years between 1923 and 1937, serving 

as Prime Minister on three separate occasions in that time whilst also featuring 

as the dominant figure in Ramsay MacDonald's National Government of 1931-

1935. Historians have consistently seen Baldwin's electoral popularity as 

providing a barometer to the social and cultural attitudes of the time. They point 

to the undoubted popularity of his political rhetoric as simultaneously providing 

evidence of Britain's indolence and apathy, unique virtuosity or more recently, 

indicating the processes whereby a dominant sense of national identity was 

constructed and represented. 18 It is worth focusing on Baldwin's vision of 

nationality both for its uniquely evocative prose and as the apex of a cultural 

movement that reinvented Englishness. 
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Over the course of two decades in political life, Baldwin was remarkably 

consistent in his construction and evocation of Englishness. His dominant 

theme was of a gentle English patriotism that was moderate, kind and tolerant. 

The English people, Baldwin happily proclaimed were characterised by their 

'kindliness, sympathy with the underdog and love of home'; 'they are at heart 

and in practice the kindest people in the world '. While these people did not 

constitute a 'military nation' they were nevertheless 'great fighters', a happy 

contrast that helped protect the unique freedom that the English enjoyed. This 

freedom of the people was 'as familiar as the air we breathe' and 'mirrored' and 

'crystallised ' in the House of Commons where the dominant values of 'liberty' 

and 'fair play' ensured the continuous working of parliamentary democracy. 

Laudable national qualities of gentle patriotism, freedom and justice were 

buttressed by religious observance which was not merely 'an affair of Christians 

in churches'; but 'an affair of Christians in politics, in diplomacy, in trade, in 

industry, in school, in sport'. When Christianity pervaded society in this way 

'moral values would flourish ' and all would 'be well with the nation'.19 When it 

was visualised, the nation was pictured as an abiding rural idyll, as in a much

quoted passage from a speech in 1924, which gives an overall flavour of 

Baldwin's thinking on nationality: 

The sounds of England, the tinkle of the hammer on the anvil in the 
country smithy, the corncrake on a dewy morning, the sound of the 
scythe against the whetstone and the sight of a plough team coming over 
the brow of the a hill, the sight that has been seen in England since 
England was a land and may be seen in England long after the Empire 
has perished and every works in England has ceased to function. For 
centuries the one eternal sight of England.20 

The themes touched upon with these selective quotations- gentle patriotism, 

freedom, democracy, kindliness and Christianity- are broadly representative of 

Baldwin's thinking on Englishness. Setting aside the use of the rural landscape 

as a metaphor for national identity, a theme that .is explored below, two sets of 

observations may be made upon this construction of national identity, one 

methodological, and the other contextual.21 First, the basis of Baldwin's, 

retrospectively outlandish claims on national identity, was a linear view of 

history that, like all nationalist memories, privileged certain periods, events and 
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personalities to produce a coherent but tautological account of 'Our National 

Character .22 Historical events are given significance in the way that they 

contribute to the evolution of a predetermined national culture - 'our island story' 

- so that the legacy of Scandinavian and Norman invasions were the naval skills 

of the former and the constitutional government of the latter. More recent 

newcomers to British society, the Jews of Eastern Europe and the Irish for 

example, whose legacy for national development was both more immediate and 

more quantifiable, were simply excluded- an issue that is returned to below. 

Baldwin evidently thought that these immigrant groups contributed little or 

indeed challenged, his main theme which was 'the common sense and good 

nature of the English people', as manifested in the rise of parliamentary 

democracy. Despite his history degree from Cambridge University Baldwin was 

unapologetic for his slipshod methodology, arguing that 'the best and most 

readable history is that written with the strongest bias'.23 Indeed, properly 

understood, Baldwin's reading of the national past was not history at all but, in 

David Lowenthal's useful distinction, heritage. For while history 'explores and 

explains' the past, 'heritage clarifies pasts so as to infuse them with present 

purposes'. Baldwin's purpose was the preservation of an idealised England that 

would act as an antidote to the realities of social conflict and the dynamics of 

social change.24 

A second observation on Baldwinian nationalism is that it was characteristically 

Janus-faced, 'projecting', as Bill Schwarz has argued, 'his contemporary fears 

of crisis back into his reading of the seventeenth century' and of history more 

generally.25 His Englishness was primarily a reaction to the collective traumas of 

national life between 1918 and 1940, most notably the two World Wars, the 

General Strike and the Great Depression. The stress on the inherent decency 

and moderation of the English betrayed Baldwin's fear of revolutionary 

totalitarianism that many held as the natural successor to the 'evidently 

impotent' bourgeois democracy. Moreover, Baldwin's response was a key 

strand in an emergent discourse on Englishness. that ranged across a number 

of political , cultural and educational sites. This discourse on Englishness- a 

shared way of speaking about and representing national identity- created, at 

least in the minds of its proponents, the object of its own knowledge; a decent, 

moderate and homely people whose national character had been forged by a 
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shared history and common culture. So whilst Baldwin was the most evocative 

and lyrical speaker on Englishness he was certainly not unique either in politics 

or wider British society. David Marquand's biography of Ramsay MacDonald, for 

example, makes clear how the Labour leader valued stability and continuity, 

appreciating 'the role of convention as the invisible thread binding society 

together'.26 The importance of history, or more accurately heritage, in these 

constructions of Englishness encouraged a general trend for looking backwards 

that was fostered, particularly in the late thirties, by the widespread sense of 

imminent danger, by the possibility of political collapse and the reality of social 

change. As is shown below, the past retrospectively became the 'good old days' 

when life seemed less precarious, simpler, gentler and more certain. It was, 

however, a highly particular version of that past that became feted in a range of 

political, cultural and educational activity that together may be taken as 

evidence of the retreat into what Raphael Samuel has called 'Splendid 

Isolation' .27 

Political discourse during the 1920s and 1930s reflects the extent to which the 

notion of national identity was re-shaped in the aftermath of the First World War 

and in the midst of economic depression. This can be clearly seen in the 

evolving language of Imperialism that saw the possessive and hierarchical 

connotations of Empire replaced, in theory if not in practice, by the more 

egalitarian and autonomous Commonwealth of Nations. While this was an 

almost entirely semantic retreat into splendid isolation it may nevertheless be 

seen as significant. Indeed, if it is accepted that both the nation and national 

identity are discursively formed then it follows that the language and imagery 

used to describe England and the English is an important area for historical 

study.28 The changing metaphors of Empire from dominance and superiority to 

fellowship and co-operation reflected not simply financial or strategic exigencies 

but rather a changing conception of the English. This is nicely illustrated in an 

explanation Baldwin gave in 1926 for the existence of Empire in which he spoke 

of the 'innate and inherent' love of the English for the rural countryside that was 

being denied to them by the effects of industrialisation and urbanisation.29 

Implausibly, this wholly imagined 'innate desire for home', the 'almost peculiar 

power of our people in making homes', led to British expansion and the creation 

of the Empire. In this bizarre revisionist turn it was the desire for an 'English' 
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countryside that engendered Imperialism with no reference made to racial 

superiority or civilising missions. 

It is significant that in the inter-war years, the first period of modern mass 

democracy, the memories, myths and images of national identity that have been 

discussed thus far were increasingly accessible to the populace. Cultural 

activity of all kinds- cinema, sport and religion for example, both drew on and 

represented myths, memories and beliefs that were common, or at least 

intelligible, to the majority of the population. Literature is another area of cultural 

production that helped to construct a gentle version of Englishness in this period 

and helped provide a sense of social cohesion that was missing in other 

European states that fell to revolution in this period. 

English literature between 1918 and 1944 is quite extraordinary for the amount 

of work that was published on the 'rediscovery' of aspects of England and the 

English. Poetry, popular fiction, realist novels and social criticism and 

commentary were all genres that reflected a growing obsession with the 

qualities and characteristics of Englishness.30 In this widespread literary search 

for the 'essential England' the countryside is reified and becomes the 

established location of Englishness, the garden of those laudable national 

characteristics that Baldwin so optimistically identified. For example, Henry 

Morton's In Search of England, a remarkable publishing success that went 

through twenty-three editions in just nine years, is the epitome of those 

travelogues of the period that define Englishness in organic terms, in a kind of 

mystical relationship with countryside and the past.31 Morton saw the English 

landscape as crucial to 'national character and physique', an integral part of a 

'common racial heritage', 'a living thing', 'guarding the traditions of the race'. It is 

possible to read in Morton and so many of the inter-war eulogies on English 

landscape the popular traces of an 'environmental determinism' that was 

influential in the academic study of geography. Cultural geographer Mike Crang 

describes the determinist school as one that saw the 'development of cultures 

as a process of human adaptation to basically climatic factors' and privileged 

environmental stimuli in explaining the different cultures of the globe.32 Despite 

growing criticism in the 1920s, environmental determinism had what Agnew et 

al identify as a 'widespread intuitive appeal', no doubt largely because of its 
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beguiling simplicity that appeared, for example, to explain the victory of the RAF 

in the 1940 Battle of Britain.33 Yet just as this national topography of rural 

Englishness ignores the existence of Empire, so too does Morton's history 

ignore any imperial episodes.34 The 'signposts' of national history are all 

standing in the distant past, in the Saxon and Norman periods, or in Tudor times 

when the English defence of liberty against the tyrannical Spanish armada 

reflected the very soul of the English spirit. It is as though, argue Baxendale and 

Pawling , the nation is seeking 'its true home in the history and landscape of its 

native island'.35 

History and landscape were also the principal sources of national identity in the 

literature of social criticism most famously in Priestley's English Journey, and in 

Orwell 's The Lion and the Unicorn. For the former urban decay and mass 

production endangered the 'natural kindness and courtesy of the ordinary 

English people', their 'free and generous temper' and the very existence of 'real 

and enduring England' of 'green and pleasant land'.36 Priestley's ultimate vision 

was faintly nihilistic and envisaged the burning of books, the destruction of 

memorials, churches and cathedrals to recover the inner glowing tradition of the 

English spirit. It was perhaps this philosophy of redemptive destruction that 

radio audiences found so resonant when the author's fireside chats on 'ordinary 

British life' were launched during the spring of 1940. Orwell, like Priestley and 

so many intellectuals of the period, became a broadcaster during the war, 

propagandising a specifically English culture and heritage in an attempt to 

inspire domestic morale.37 While the Lion and the Unicorn: Socialism and the 

English Genius was written before his stint at the BBC it can be safely 

categorised in this genre. It portrayed English civilisation in familiar terms; as 

'continuous, it stretches into the future and the past, there is something in it that 

persists, as in a living creature'.38 This perpetual and organic English culture 

was moderate and gentle. It found expression in a people who retained a 'deep 

tinge of Christian feeling while forgetting the name of Christ'.39 In Orwell's 

memorable and lyrical vision England was a practical, law abiding nation where 

people valued their liberty because it allowed them to tend flowers, drink tea or 

warm beer, watch football and play cricket. This essay was of course a 

manifesto for a patriotic socialism that might win the war, an egalitarian re

structuring of society that would ensure victory and ultimately a prosperous and 
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just society. Yet it is testimony to the power of Baldwin's sentimental 

nationalism that Orwell, who describes the former Prime Minister as 'simply a 

hole in the air' during the course of his essay, adopted the same domestic 

language of patriotism as his political opponent.40 Even radical change, it 

seems, was to take deeply traditional forms.41 

If the literature of Orwell and Priestley was characteristically 'middlebrow' then it 

is not difficult to point to more popular reading matter that also reflected the 

retreat into Englishness. Alison Light, for example, has shown how the popular 

writings of a number of female authors, most notably Ivy Compton Burnett, 

Agatha Christie and Daphne du Maurier, helped develop the notion of the 

Englishwoman with discrete and identifiable qualities who was also an integral 

member of the national community. Through the emerging concept of the 

'Englishwoman' nationality became feminised, 'less imperial and more inward 

looking, more domestic and more private' and helped develop the ideological 

space in which notions of the English as a 'nice, decent and essentially private 

people' flourished , in theatre as well as literature.42 

Theatrically, Graves and Hodge judged Noel Coward's Ca/vacade 'the most 

spectacular of all musical, historical and costume shows' of the inter-war 

years.43 The play was inspired by the patriotism of the Victorians and the 

perceived need for national renewal. Running a close second as the most 

popular theatrical production of the inter-war period would surely be the 1937 

production of Me and My Girl a valedictory and reassuring musical that has as 

its underlying theme the decency and unity of English national life.44 Cinema 

audiences, probably the most truly popular leisure activity of the period under 

discussion with a weekly audience of some 23 millions, were treated to a diet of 

Hollywood films and stars. The most feted domestic films and actors were, 

however, those who embodied or epitomised one or another version of 

Englishness. An early example here would be Cecil Hepworth's 1924 film 

Comin' Thro' The Rye, a romantic melodrama that was widely lauded for its 

projection of an essential England and its celebration of 'timeless and 

unchanging' English values.45 An attempt to represent a more democratic and 

more inclusive Englishness was Sing As We Go, a 1934 film (its screenplay 

was written by JB Priestley) that stressed the decency, moderation and 
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triumphant optimism of the working-class even in the grips of Depression. The 

star of this pantheon to national consensus was Gracie Fields, a former music 

hall actress who undoubtedly owed much of her phenomenal cinematic 

popularity to her quintessential Englishness, a quality repeatedly portrayed in 

films like Look Up and Laugh (1935), Queen of Hearts (1936) and The Show 

Goes On (1937).46 Cinema, as historians are only just beginning to recognise 

fully, was a key site in the emergence of Englishness that was less class bound 

and more egalitarian. Numerous wartime productions might be mentioned here 

-The Foreman Went to France (1940), In Which We Serve (1942), Millions Like 

Us (1943), and This Happy Breed (1944) to name but a few- but arguably the 

cinematic apogee of Englishness is to be found in This England (1940). 

Purporting to show a narrative of popular patriotism over 850 years by focusing 

on a number of key dates- among them the Spanish Armada- Robert Murphy 

argues that a particular version of gentle Englishness is constructed .47 As such, 

it is just one of those films that contribute to the broad range of visual imagery 

that helped develop popular versions of the 'people's patriotism' .48 

Continuing in a populist vein, it may be significant that the inter-war years 

witnessed the growth of international sport with national teams of elite athletes 

competing against one another. In these contests sport quickly became an 

expression of national struggle, the participants symbolised as the nation, their 

performance indicative of national decline or ascendancy, depending of course 

on the result. The conflation of national well-being to the result of a sporting 

fixture testifies to the uniquely inclusive ability of international sport, allowing the 

individual, even only as a spectator, to picture himself in some respect as a 

member of the national team.49 Though not among the named individuals on the 

field of play, it was easy for the (overwhelmingly male) spectators to see 

themselves as nationals represented on the field of play.50 Judging, moreover, 

from the history of crowd violence at such contests spectators have always 

found this an emotional identification that warrants or at least provokes acts of 

violence. 51 Despite contemporary opinion to the contrary, this violence has not 

in the past been exclusively associated with football. An ice hockey world 

championship match held in London between Great Britain and Canada in 

1937, for example, witnessed Canadian players being pelted with orange peel 

and tins, a pitch invasion and a physical assault on the referee. 52 In the terms of 
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the current argument it is perhaps significant that this particular incidence of 

crowd violence was brought to an end when the marching band stood up to play 

'God Save the King', where upon 'everybody stood to attention and there was 

hardly a murmur'.53 The excess of national feeling that caused the disruption 

and the obvious deference to the national anthem that brought it under control 

both suggest, in quite different ways, that people took their sense of nationality 

and the monarchy seriously. 

The significance of national identity in Britain during this period is confirmed in 

the archives of the Mass-Observation project, founded in 1937, with the stated 

aim of providing a medium for the articulation of 'normal life' in Britain. Its 

founders, Tom Harrisson, Charles Madge and Humphrey Jennings, were a 

disparate group of anthropologist, poet and film maker who aimed to articulate 

the desires, concerns and daily lives of millions of 'ordinary Britons'. Their 

mechanism for doing so was the Mass-Observation movement, an ethnographic 

attempt to document 'normal life' in Britain using approximately a thousand 

regular volunteer writers and a select number of trained observers. The 

volunteer panel was asked to record their experiences of normal working days, 

special local or national events, as well as their attitudes to a number of social 

and political issues. When, during the war, Mass-Observation received 

government funding, the attitudes of these panellists became a guide to popular 

attitudes and a barometer of civilian morale. In the summer of 1941 the 

panellists were instructed to 'let themselves run' whilst considering the question 

'What does Britain mean to you?' Whilst the individual responses to the 

question have unfortunately been lost, the report that summarised them is 

testimony to the pervasive retreat into Englishness that has been described in 

this section.54 

Significantly, the report on 'What does Britain mean to you?' began by drawing 

a clear distinction between Britain and England. Where Britain was not 

assumed to be England writ large, it was 'the im.personal name for the union of 

four countries, England and three foreigners' while England, on the other hand, 

was an emotive term capable of arousing strong but ambivalent feelings. 55 

While there was much criticism of prevailing social conditions, contemporary 

poverty and social inequality drew sharp opprobrium, 'England' inspired an 
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emotional identification with first and foremost, the rural countryside. Panellists 

seemed apt to compile lists of villages or country views whose aural effect was 

to produce the 'lull of the lazy river and leafy lanes' .56 This physical imagery of 

England's 'peaceful green fields' and the emotional attachment with the 

homeland that it betrayed was, the report found, strongest in people with a 

'knowledge of history' and with 'a feeling for the past'. 'England was above all 

memories' albeit selectively culled ones from the past to produce a democratic 

tradition of 'freedom and tolerance' that was 'looked on by many people as 

almost a British monopoly' - an important note in the commentary that warrants 

some reflection .57 

As in the literary constructions of national identity discussed earlier, History and 

landscape form the cognitive basis of Englishness in the answers to the 

directive. Together they help construct the notions of 'tradition' and 'heritage' 

that were widely perceived as being handed down from past to present 

generations in deterministic fashion forming, in the process, national 

characteristics that were a fixed inheritance from the past. Even when that 

'inheritance' took the form of ostensibly universal values, in the continual 

lauding of freedom and liberty for example, the reification of national History and 

landscape turned them into particular English values. This can be clearly seen 

in the following quotation from the report in which one panellist reflects on his 

conception of England: 

It consists of its inhabitants and its land, the physical country which itself 
is largely made and conditioned by the people. And not these things 
apart but as a unity; and not simply today but in the past back into the 
stone ages and forward into an unimaginable future- I have lived in my 
ancestors and shall live in my descendants ... In a word England is to me 
the society of persons wherein my forefathers lived and I was brought up, 
living in the land which has conditioned the society's development and is 
in turn largely the product of that society.58 

Such a particular reading of history, and the rooting of Englishness in the soil 

and in the countryside, served to transform liberal and inclusive values of 

freedom, tolerance and liberty into uniquely and exclusively English 

characteristics. During the Second World War in particular, these seemingly 

inclusive values became key signifiers of English national identity but as a virtue 

of lineal descent, to be defended against enemies both at home and abroad, 
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rather than universal and humanistic ideals to aspire to. Positing a relatively 

fixed and deterministic national heritage that was confined, more or less 

explicitly, to those of English 'stock' reflect the attempt, in the period between 

1918 and 1944, to redefine national identity in a rather more domestic and 

rather less imperial manner. As the foregoing suggests, the problem that this 

attempted redefinition has faced - both historically and at present- is the 

articulation of national characteristics that do not ultimately depend on 

discredited theories of 'racial ' inheritance. 59 This issue is discussed in rather 

more detail in both the second half of this chapter and in the chapter that follows 

by examining, in turn, the influence of eugenic theory on educational policy and 

then the influence of 'race' on immigration and refugee policy during this period. 

For the moment, however, it is sufficient to note that the transformation of open, 

accessible and humanistic ideals into distinctively English attributes may help to 

explain the continuing discrimination against minority groups in Britain. 

Ironically, it can be argued that the widely shared picture of the liberal and 

tolerant English justified discrimination and prejudice against minority groups 

that continued unabated, and possibly increased, during the Second World War. 

During the course of war with Nazi Germany it seems rather incongruous to 

suggest that xenophobia in Britain may have become more rather than less 

widespread. Yet the national fight against a fascist enemy whose 'racial' policies 

were loudly decried entailed a range of discrimination against minority groups in 

Britain that, according to Tom Harrisson at least, was the antithesis of British 

liberalism and democracy. 5° In fact, the most public instances of anti-alienism 

were justified on the grounds that minority groups were somehow violating 

English values and abusing the generosity and sympathy for the under-dog that, 

according to one mass-observation panellist, was 'typically English'.61 Such 

anti-alien episodes include the internment of so-called 'enemy aliens' who were 

actually refugees from European fascism, the well-documented prevalence of 

anti-Semitism and the ubiquitous protests against Americans whose vulgarity 

and brashness offended English decency and nioderation.62 All these instances 

of war-time chauvinism and intolerance that were articulated as a protest 

against the continuing affront to English national values- freedom, democracy, 

decency, cleanliness, gentleness and moderation. 
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It would also be inaccurate to suggest that these were isolated incidents, 

occasional excesses in times of acute national danger. Rather, as Raphael 

Samuel has suggested , they represent the corollary of the retreat into 

Englishness, and are one of the consequences of the change from 'master 

"race" to home-lovers, from conquerors to gardeners'.63 Bernard Porter has 

argued that, while in Victorian times the newcomer to British society faced 

prejudice, discrimination and hostility on a daily basis, he or she was unlikely to 

be regarded immediately as an a priori threat to national health, security or 

homogeneity. 64 It was a matter of conceited pride that Britain, unlike her 

European rivals, felt able to operate an open-door immigration policy that 

allowed refugees and migrants to enter in unlimited numbers before the passing 

of the 1905 Aliens Act. David Cesarani argues that this was a decisive moment 

in the development of an anti-alien movement in Britain, creating a legislative 

precedent that projected migrants and refugees to the heart of national 

identity.65 It became both increasingly common and acceptable after 1905 to 

portray 'aliens' in negative and stereotypical terms, closely associating 

'outsiders' with disease and ill health, as parasites on the body politic that, 

according to contemporary eugenic theory, threatened national fitness and well 

being. The image of the pathological 'alien' helps explain the specific legislative 

requirements for 'aliens' to receive medical examinations before their entry to 

Britain, though there has been little historical research into the actual operation 

of these medical clauses.66 Generally, however, what is clear is that, as 

Cesarani puts it, English national identity was dependent on the 'accentuation of 

alien characteristics attributed to foreigners and immigrants'.67 Yet hostility to 

migrants and minority groups was never a stable or fixed component of 

Englishness. Instead, domestic prejudice and violence against outsiders has 

been an element of Englishness whose configurations have changed depending 

on political, economic and cultural circumstances. 

The positive reaction to the arrival" of Belgian refugees in Britain during the First 

World War gives just one example, the admittance of refugee children is 

another, shows that anti-alienism in Britain has not been generic and 

unremitting.68 Rather, anti-alienism has been a flexible phenomenon, capable of 

varied responses to different migrant groups depending, as Holmes has argued, 

on the complex inter-play of political and economic circumstances, international 
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relations, as well as the prejudices of domestic society. 59 The influence of 

politics, economics and international relations on child refugee policy in the 

1930s come under closer examination in chapter two of the present study. For 

the moment, it is the cultural construction of different alien groups that is the 

subject of further investigation. More specifically, it is the way in which 

evaluations of alien groups, in this case Jews and Spaniards, are built upon 

historical stereotypes which, when recalled by the host society, fundamentally 

effect the experiences of these migrant groups in Britain. 

Jews were arguably the most consistently demonised alien group in Britain 

during the first half of this century, drawing on a centuries long tradition of anti

Semitism in British society.70 The arrival of refugees from Eastern Europe 

between 1880 and 1904, an uncertain number of whom were actually Jewish 

but who as a group were labelled as Jews, was the single most important factor 

in the passing of the 1905 Aliens Act11 Jews were also the prime motivation 

behind the 1919 Aliens Act and the annually renewed Aliens Order of 1920, that 

reduced all migrants to the status of guest workers who were granted entry to 

Britain for a specific and limited period of time. Refugee status, which was 

granted entirely at the discretion of Home Office officials who judged claims not 

on their veracity but on grounds of 'national expediency', was the most 

expensive and most elusive for Jews.72 Such a racist refugee policy and a 

restrictive immigration policy was predicated on a ubiquitous anti-Semitism that 

included ancient notions of the Jews as the murderers of Christ, as 

unscrupulous usurers, both preying on and responsible for the economic 

problems of the inter-war years.73 In wartime these images were recast to suit 

specific circumstances so that Jews became virtually synonymous with black 

marketeering and widely, but entirely fictitiously, viewed as predatory capitalists 

cynically exploiting national shortages to make money. A Mass-Observation 

report of 1940 into domestic attitudes to other nationalities found that the Jews 

received most spontaneous comments from a sample of fifty men and women. 

63 per cent thought the Jews clever and efficient, 54 per cent thought them to 

be 'unlikeable and unattractive' and 38 per cent conceptualised Jews as 

predatory, problematic or mercenary.74 Despite such critical comment 47 per 

cent of those asked pictured Jews as oppressed and wronged, an attitude 

explained elsewhere in the report as a 'typically English sympathy for the under-
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dog'. 75 Indeed the spontaneous ascription of these characteristics can, as 

Raphael Samuel has argued, be seen as an inverted picture of the English 

themselves.76 If the Jews were clever and efficient, the English, drawing on a 

long tradition of anti-intellectualism, were a nation of practical muddlers. 

Whereas the Jew was an unscrupulous mercenary, the English gentleman was 

thoroughly decent and while Jews were somehow unattractive England in 1940 

was 'a country in love with itself.77 

If Jews, or the behaviour of Jews, was frequently conceptualised as the 

antithesis of Englishness, an 'alien' wedge in British society, these criticisms did 

not always exclude the possibility of Jews ever assimilating to English national 

values. In what Bill Williams has called the 'anti-Semitism of tolerance', Jews 

were only sporadically seen as a permanent foreign body, deterministically 

existing outside the national community.78 Instead, in wartime Britain, the most 

frequent complaints against Jews was that they refused to integrate and that 

they were exclusive and clannish.79 That, in other words, the Jews failed to fulfil 

their side of the emancipation contract that gave the Jewish community full 

political and social rights in return for their loyalty and assimilation to England. 80 

According to this view, as Tom Harrisson hypothesised in an outline proposal 

for an investigation into the causes of anti-Semitism in 1939, the widespread 

prejudice against the Jews 'may be due to Jewish intransigence, aloofness and 

insistence on the difference between Jews and English'.81 As an example, 

Harrisson referred to a recent piece of correspondence in The Times 

newspaper in which H.A. Goodman, the Chairman of an orthodox Jewish 

emigration body, wrote 'that it would be extremely unwise and unfortunate if 

Jewish child refugees are placed in the homes of non-Jewish friends' .82 

Goodman's intervention marked the start of a prolonged controversy on the 

assimilation of refugee children that mirrored the wider uncertainty in British 

society about the position of Jews in Britain. This debate, outlined in more detail 

in chapter five of the current study, crucially affected the experiences of the 

children in exile and widespread perceptions of Jews, or adult Jews at least, as 

ostentatious, clannish, and suspiciously clever directly shaped their housing, 

education and discipline in Britain. While the potency of these anti-Semitic 

images is hardly matched by preconceptions of Spain and the Spanish these 

were, nevertheless, also influential in affecting the experiences of the refugee 
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children who arrived in Britain from the Spanish Civil War in May 1937. 

Numerous historians have shown that the process of demonising national 

enemies has a long history that encompasses most European nations and 

peoples.83 Curiously however, given that Anglo-Spanish maritime disputes of 

the 161
h and 1 ih centuries were early landmarks in the process of nation 

building in Britain, there has been little sustained historical examination of those 

images and preconceptions concerning Spain and the Spanish. Recent work by 

Tom Buchanan and John K. Walton shows, however, that such preconceptions 

were both powerful and influential in shaping British attitudes to the Spanish 

Civil War and, as is shown in this study, the experiences of refugee children 

from Spain in Britain.84 As one contemporary reviewer of a newly published 

history of Spain commented in 1931: 

the Christian and Catholic civilisation of Spain has seldom been fairly 
treated by English writers - more than 200 years of intermittent warfare 
with Spain resulted in our regarding her through the eyes of the mob that 
howled for vengeance for Captain Jenkin's ear.85 

Buchanan has similarly argued that despite, or maybe because of, many 

decades of relative European isolation, Spain and the Spanish still tended to be 

viewed in Britain in association with ancient national hostilities.86 In an early 

version of what was to become a familiar myth in the story of England, 

Elizabethan conflict pitted the despotism and cruelty of the Spanish against the 

enlightened and liberal English. The Inquisition left a series of images that 

associated Spain and the Spanish with excessive violence, a characteristic that 

by the twentieth century, had become linked with that country's backwardness, 

both industrially, culturally and economically. So even George Young's 

sympathetic portrayal of The New Spain (1933), the first two 'fixed ideas that 

[are] ineradicably associated' with Spain are 'bull fight and inquisition'.87 In 

addition, it is important to note the association of the term Spain with disease, 

originating no doubt in the 15th century discovery of typhus in Spain and aided 

by the (still unexplained) prefix of 'Spanish' to the global influenza pandemic 

that killed 25 million people in 1918 alone.88 Nonetheless, this was a connection 

that Kate O'Brien attacked with some irritation in her travelogue, Farewell Spain, 

of 1937. Relating an incident where she was attacked by some unspecified bug, 
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she felt moved to defend 'the Spanish people, all of them who can raise the 

price of soap, hot water and whitewash, thoroughly clean about their dwelling 

houses, their bedding floors and upholstery'.89 

Clearly, O'Brien explained what disease there was in Spain in terms of poverty 

but cruder writers were less analytical and could explain the supposed 

backwardness of the people, their tendency to violence and their poverty as 

ultimately attributable to the country's dominant religion, Catholicism. The 

powerful, centuries long cry of anti-popery, characterised Catholics, both at 

home and abroad, as slaves to the whims of Rome and as treacherous 

outsiders intent on the destruction of English Protestantism, an accusation 

graphically portrayed during the Coronation celebrations of 1937 with burning 

effigies of the Pope.90 It is at this point that hostility to Spain and hostility to 

Catholicism - both long-standing domestic traditions but with quite specific 

patterns of development and whose genealogy remains to be written -

intersect. Certainly by the 1930's Spanish despotism and Catholic treachery 

seemed to be indistinct in the public mind and both formed elements of the 

'alien Other' around which a specifically Anglican Christianity was invoked as a 

core component of English national identity. 

It is not suggested, however, that visions of Spanish violence and Romish 

tyranny were pervasive. A different version on the origins of the Spanish Civil 

War saw it as a battle, as George Young's book suggested, between old and 

New Spain, despotism and liberalism, feudalism and capitalism, fascism and 

democracy. In these analyses, enlightened and liberal Spain was often located 

geographically in Northern Spain where the Basque people- with a long and 

proud history of democratic freedom and independence - led the march 

towards modern industry and government. They were frequently portrayed as 

the 'real' victims of the Civil War, a decent and moderate people, in danger of 

being destroyed for upholding liberal principles of freedom and democracy. In 

short, the term Basque carried very different connotations to that of Spanish; 

the first enlightened and progressive, the second ignorant and backward 

looking. Here the Basque image in Britain benefited from significant trading and 

investment links with Britain and their proclaimed independence from Spain.91 

The Spanish, on the other hand, had a history of conflict with Britain. George 
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Orwell, writing in 1939, thought these historic enmities meant that 'till very 

recently nearly all English children were brought up to despise the Southern 

European races'.92 In doing so he pointed towards the importance of schooling 

in nurturing a sense of national identity and identifying national enemies, as well 

as implying that the content of this schooling had recently changed. 

Thus far, this chapter has identified a range of political and social activity whose 

development signified a changing sense of national identity based on a more 

gentle but simultaneously more exclusive Englishness. The focus now shifts to 

examine the effect of this general cultural retreat into Englishness on one area 

of social policy, that of education, in greater detail. Education has been chosen 

as the area for further study for two reasons. First, as Andy Green has argued 

the relationship between education and national identity in Britain lacks clarity, a 

situation caused, in part, by the paucity of research for the inter-war period.93 

Second, the experience of education is now regarded as critical for refugee 

children in exile. The activities of teachers and schools in promoting a sense of 

national identity are therefore a crucial issue for evaluating the overall 

experience of refugee children in Britain. It is to these educational constructions 

of national identity that attention now turns. 

II. Englishness and Citizenship in Educational Debate 1918-1944 

The retreat into Englishness that has been sketched in rather general cultural 

trends in the first half of this chc:~pter can be seen in more detail and in more 

complexity in the educational debates of the period. Here changing or 

competing versions of national identity can be traced across debates, 

conducted by teachers and policymakers, on 'education for citizenship' . Whilst 

the specific matter of these debates was fluid- as is shown below they ranged 

from disputes on pedagogy and curriculum to health and welfare -the generic 

issue remained fixed, namely how best to educate children in the 

responsibilities of a specifically English citizenship. As will become clear below, 

in this educational debate on citizenship the notion of national identity is always 

implicit and quite often the two concepts are entirely conflated. To begin, a brief 

exploration on this relationship - between national identity on the one hand and 

citizenship on the other- is necessary. 
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Educational discourse was accompanied in the inter-war period by what Harold 

Silver has identified as a new emphasis on 'community and citizenship'.94 

Technically, and in its modern European guise, this concept of citizenship 

simply identifies those who belong to any given nation-state. As Nira Yuvai

Davis has recently argued, however, citizenship is an 'elusive concept' without a 

fixed definition whose meaning is fluid and liable to change over periods of 

time.95 For this reason it is important to define a little more precisely what is 

meant by the term citizenship and, importantly in terms of the current argument, 

to distinguish its relationship with national identity. 

One possible reason for the evasive quality of citizenship, at least in common

sense terms, is its indistinct, but nonetheless intimate, relationship with the 

notion of national identity. Indeed, according to Cesarani and Fulbrook, the two 

concepts have, 'over the last century or so ... very often been entirely 

conflated'.96 Cesarani provides further evidence of this in an historical analysis 

of Citizenship and Nationality in Britain, where he argues that racialised notions 

of citizenship have been central to the construction of British (or English) 

national identity as 'white, Christian, [and] Anglo-Saxon'.97Similarly, Schwarz 

has argued that from the late nineteenth century 'citizenship became 

overdetermined by an ethnic project'.98 This racialised notion of the good citizen 

has practical consequences operating, for example, as a key point of reference 

in the development of restrictive immigration legislation in Britain and making 

good citizenship the exclusive preserve of those who share a reified language, 

history, geography and skin colour.99 What Cesarani illustrates, in short, is that 

the concept of citizenship has often been used as a metaphor for national 

identity for at least a century. This was certainly the case in inter-war 

educational debates- on pedagogy, curriculum and the requisite duties and 

knowledge of future citizens - whose ultimate subject were actually 

differentiated constructions of national identity. 

As far as teaching methods are concerned, the progressive or new education 

movement that was closely identified with the development of child psychology 

and the thinking of Froebel, Montessori, Dewey and others became influential. 

As is well known by historians of education, the progressives emphasised the 
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individuality of the child, the need for independent learning activity and a range 

of educational experiences that would replace, or at least complement, the 

storing of a given body of knowledge by repetitive rote learning.100 Progressive 

educators were also, however, explicitly concerned with the link between 

education and the successful development of democratic society based on 

models of good citizenship that generally stressed the importance of national 

patriotism, community welfare and civic duty.101 Indeed, as Gordon Batho has 

shown, it was the ability of child-centred pedagogy to stimulate enthusiasm for 

patriotism and good citizenship that teachers frequently emphasised in their 

lobbying for the introduction of progressive teaching methods in schools.102 In 

this view, the rise of progressive education can be partly attributed to changing 

notions of national identity and the new duties, responsibilities and knowledge 

required of a citizen in a robust democracy. 

In practical terms, one of the effects of the increasing influence of progressive 

education on English schools, and one that Dewey enthusiastically encouraged, 

was the emphasis on the 'school trip' . Such trips entailed children leaving the 

classroom and travelling to the increasing number of sites with designated 

educational functions, typically a museum, gallery, church or castle. These 

educational visits were eagerly anticipated by children and obviously served to 

break the routine of classroom teaching but the motivation for organising school 

trips was something altogether more philosophical, and more idealistic, than a 

simple day out. Instead, these school trips were organised in pursuit of what 

Lord Sudeley, an early campaigner for promoting museums for use by schools, 

described as 'educational and general national interests'. 103 While the 

pedagogical benefits of these visits are obvious enough, the assumptions 

implicit in the hazily defined 'national interest' require some further investigation. 

Eilean Hoeper-Greenhill has persuasively argued that museums have formed a 

critical role in the production of Foucauldian notions of 'truth' and 'knowledge' in 

societies across Europe for at least five centuries.104 More specifically, it is 

widely accepted by practitioners across the social sciences that museums and 

galleries, whether scientific or artistic in orientation, have been key sites in 

presenting narratives of national development - and national identity -to the 

mass of the nation's population.105 The founding, therefore, of a number of folk 
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museums in England, Wales and Scotland during the 1930s can be seen as a 

significant landmark in the development of national identities in Great Britain. 

English folk museums were established in New Barnet (1934) and York (1938). 

In addition, the folk museum at Hull had slowly developed until it was welcoming 

10,000 pupils a year by 1935.106 These folk museums presented visitors with 

everyday artefacts and objects designed to illustrate the lives of ordinary 

English people in the past. Barnet seems to have focused its energies on 

celebrating what were widely regarded as the certainties of pre-industrial 

society while York, on the other hand, was far more eclectic, displaying a range 

of diverse material but whose overall effect was to represent the past lives of 

ordinary people. 

These museums partly addressed, therefore, what the Royal Commission on 

Museums of 1929 had regarded as one of the 'outstanding deficiencies in the 

National Museum service of the country', namely a folk museum that would 

illustrate 'the domestic life of our people in bygone generations'. The 

Commission lobbied the Board of Education to help rectify this situation, 

submitting detailed proposals for a folk museum in London's Regents Park 

between 1930 and 1931 that would represent the 'arts and crafts of the 

industrial classes'. 107 This, the Commission argued, would provide the 

necessary contrast to 'the life of the wealthier classes that was abundantly 

represented in museums and mansions'. The absence of the life, work and 

home of the people in museum representations was of 'basic importance ... in 

the development of British life and culture' and 'sufficiently obvious' to warrant 

little exposition in the proposals of the Commission. Certainly, President of the 

Board of Education C.P. Trevelyan needed no persuasion in accepting the 

outline proposals of the scheme. Lord Harlech, the Commissioner of Works 

whose department would be responsible for developing the proposed site, was 

also enthusiastic because, as he put in 1930, museums were important 'for 

those who enjoy and take a pride in our National Heritage'.108 Yet the unwritten 

assumptions that underpinned the idea of a national folk museum are important 

in terms of the current argument and warrant some attention here. 

The urgency for a national folk museum was based on the perceived need to 

inspire national pride in working people, and especially children, and to 
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encourage ordinary people to identify with a more egalitarian and inclusive 

national past. Such museums offered the opportunity to simultaneously promote 

and reconstruct national consciousness, making the national past less the 

chronicle of great men and great battles and more the story of the ordinary 

people, of everyday things, of normal life. This new perspective on 'Our Island 

Story' was designed to make the national past more accessible to working 

people enabling them to identify with people who were recognisably like 

themselves and whose contributions to national life had helped make England 

great. The ultimate educational aim was to inspire a respect for ancestral 

legacy, a deference to the institutions, customs and beliefs that past 

generations had bequeathed to the present. The founding of these folk 

museums throughout the 1930s, together with changing design, utility and 

content of other history museums that both Kavanagh and Elliot note, was 

accompanied by a discourse on citizenship that identified a body of historical 

knowledge as a necessary pre-requisite for the healthy functioning of 

democracy.109 The museums helped present this historical narrative by 

preserving everyday relics of the past, rapidly disappearing cottages and 

workshops, household utensils and furniture, 'objects embodying old customs, 

beliefs and superstitions'. While the proposed museum in Regent's Park was 

never built, the parsimonious Chancellor Snowdon refusing to grant treasury 

funds because the project was too 'novel', the wider enthusiasm for the national 

past ensured that folk museums played an important part in the reconstruction 

of English national identity in this period. Certainly the Times Educational 

Supplement was an enthusiastic supporter and promoted museums as 'a place 

of pilgrimage' for schools (the reverent language may be significant), lauding 

the New Barnet Folk Museum as 'inspirational', and using the project to demand 

a centrally funded English Museum in England.110 The eventual success of the 

folk museum project, albeit privately funded and on a far smaller scale than 

initially imagined, indicates just one attempt, partially successful at best, to 

construct a more egalitarian and inclusive national identity. 

Another, but far more influential, theme in the construction of national identity in 

the inter-war period was that based on eugenics. Eugenics, argues Greta 

Jones, was an important element of the 'new liberal' or 'middle-class' re

definition of citizenship of the inter-war years.111 This new and expanded 
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definition stressed not only the political duties of the citizen, but also included 

moral, social and aesthetic responsibilities for each individual. Schools became 

a key site in promoting this expanded definition of citizenship that, explicitly in 

the case of eugenics, equated citizenship of the nation with the health and 

morality of its 'racial ' stock. Indeed, the influence of eugenics on educational 

constructs of national identity can be traced in a number of areas. 

First, as Roy Lowe has illustrated, schools were an important site for 

eugenicists in that they provided the raw data that supposedly proved that the 

nation and 'race' - the two terms were virtually synonymous- were 

'degenerating' .112 This deterioration of the national stock was documented in the 

Board of Education's joint report (with the Board of Control) of 1929 into 'Mental 

Deficiency' that drew on eugenic research methods to suggest that cases of 

deficiency had doubled in the years since 1908. The eugenics lobby argued that 

this decline in the 'racial ' profile of the nation threatened not only economic 

prosperity and national characteristics but also the very survival of the nation 

itself. Widespread calls for sterilisation for the mentally deficient followed and 

national fitness - an issue examined in greater detail below -became arguably 

the major educational debate of the 1930s.113 The Board of Education 

established an Anthropometric Committee chaired by George Newman, Chief 

Medical Officer in the Board's medical branch , who would , in collaboration with 

local authority doctors, organise the collation of the " 'racial' characteristics" of 

English schoolchildren. It is interesting to note that the " 'racial' characteristics" 

of children who had either one or two foreign parents were also to be recorded 

and in these instances, doctors were instructed to provide for the Board details 

of the country of birth. To clarify what was required a procedural example was 

given and it is perhaps significant, in the terms of this argument that, from the 

thousands of available possibilities the Board chose to illustrate the point with a 

description of a father who was a Spanish Jew.114 This compilation of English 

and 'alien' 'racial' characteristics again raises the broad question of the role 

played by medical agencies in identifying and detailing the characteristics of the 

English. Certainly, as will become clear in the following chapter, the tendency of 

inter-war eugenicists was to conceive of the nation as a kind of organic body, 

susceptible to the infections of outsiders. 
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Second, the Board was not content to simply monitor levels of national fitness 

or record the 'racial' characteristics of what were, by implication if not legally, 

'alien' children. Instead, as is well known amongst historians of education, the 

Board actively encouraged schemes that would improve individual child health 

with the ultimate aim being, as David Parker has argued, the amelioration of the 

overall 'racial' profile of the nation. 115 Much of this work extended schemes that 

originated in the pre-war period, open air lessons and schools for example, but 

there was much else that was novel, most notably the admiring glances thrown 

toward Nazi Germany's programmes of physical fitness. As late as 1939 

George Newman could acknowledge, with a barely disguised sense of 

admiration, that 'under the German Reich physical training has become ... a vast 

national practice which is changing the whole people'. 116 Yet there had been 

progress in Britain too. Newman approvingly wrote that the 'Government had 

managed to ensure [by 1939] that all the children in the State schools shall be 

trained in hygiene and body culture'. 117 Matless identifies a 'union of fitness and 

Englishness' in Newman's conception of national health that is certainly not 

difficult to trace in his Handbook of Suggestions on Health, written for the Board 

of Education in 1928.118 This advice was quite clearly based on eugenic 

principles, as in his introduction to the handbook where Newman (his italics) 

wrote of 'the neglect of hygiene which costs a nation dear, in money and in 

life '.119 It followed, he continued, that 'hygiene' was therefore 'one of the primary 

civic subjects and each child's first duty to the State' a means of promoting the 

'mental and moral health and character of the child'. Here the 'mental, moral 

and character' triumvirate, so ~haracteristic of eugenicist thought in its 

conflation of physical health with far more subjective qualities of morality, 

intelligence and wholesomeness, was to be achieved through a new emphasis 

in schools on the importance of hygiene.120 The Board urged teachers to 

introduce hygiene as a cross-curricular subject, in History (the fall of great 

Empires due to physical degeneration), in Geography ('effect of climate upon 

physique of race and social life of the people'), physical education and as a 

general 'matter of incidental teaching and practice' .121 For while by definition 

eugenicists stressed the importance of ancestry and heredity they also, quite 

naturally given their claim to be human scientists, stressed the importance of 

nurture. 
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A third area that displays both the eugenicist influence on education for 

citizenship and the more general preoccupation with the countryside, nurturing 

was, as far as possible, to take place outside. Children were encouraged to 

'contract the habit of being out of doors and in the parks' with fresh air and 

sunlight becoming a fetish pursued in an ever increasing number of open-air 

schools.122 The provision of school fields became an important objective for 

urban education authorities who, increasingly, aimed to appoint specialist 

teachers to supervise sporting activity both outside and in newly purpose built 

gymnasiums. Country life remained , however, synonymous not only with health 

but also, argues David Matless, with a 'moral geography of landscape whereby 

certain modes of behaviour associated with the countryside are held as the 

basis for good citizenship'.123 Matless makes clear how the perceived 

redemptive and almost mystical health giving powers of the countryside 

underpinned the phenomenal growth in rambling in this period and contributed 

to the popularity of those youth groups and school camps that made visits to the 

country a central feature of their activities.124 Similarly, Anne Bloomfield's 

research into the English folk dance revival in schools shows how 'dances were 

symbolic representations of a rural idealised past' and 'a simple, rural chivalry', 

that sought to both convey and display 'qualities of citizenship and 

nationhood'.125 Certainly, Baldwin's National Government showed faith in the 

curative power in the land by committing £2,400,000 in the Physical Training 

and Recreation Act (1937), to youth groups who would improve the health of 

young people. A major beneficiary was the Youth Hostel Association, whose 

supply of cheap housing made rambling holidays increasingly accessible to, 

and popular with, urban working class youth. 126 The Training and Recreation 

Act was personally launched by Prime Minister Baldwin who, in the political 

climate of the day, was careful to draw a distinction between the State led 

hiking, camping and sporting activity of the Third Reich and the voluntary nature 

of such provision in Britain. On one level Baldwin was quite right to do so; in 

Britain the scheme was entirely voluntary and it also lacked the absolute belief 

in 'racial ' superiority and inferiority that underpinned Nazi eugenics. In another, 

more philosophical sense however the shared emphasis on wholesome activity 

in the countryside represented similar attempts to reconstruct a racialised sense 

of citizenship. 
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The debate on citizenship was a feature of educational discourse between the 

period between 1918 and 1944 when the rights, duties and knowledge requisite 

of a future citizen was a source of much debate among teachers, pedagogues 

and politicians. The debate is not easily identified through class or party, it could 

and did transcend both kinds of affiliation, but in the interests of clear exposition 

it is perhaps necessary to draw an initial distinction between two competing 

educational constructions of nationality. 

On one side, a consciously modern, liberal, and frequently secular construction 

of Englishness was championed by a group of politically left-orientated social 

reformers, amongst them a high proportion of women. Eleanor Rathbone, Leah 

Manning and Eva Hubback are just three prominent figures whose campaigning 

on a range of political and social issues, franchise reform, eugenics, population 

policy, was underpinned by what Brian Harrison has called a 'feminist 

patriotism' and what Jose Harris has, more widely, identified as a 'modernist 

citizenship'. 127 This citizenship was, in the eyes of its proponents, rational and 

accessible. It was committed to 'parliamentary government, to political pluralism 

and humane values', as a means of creating a more humane and benevolent 

society.128 This modernised vision of national identity competed with a more 

ethereal, spiritual and 'traditional' sense of nationality typified by Stanley 

Baldwin. As has already been suggested, it sought to locate English national 

identity geographically in terms of the rural landscape and temporally in terms of 

a long unbroken history of national development. The most vocal champion of 

this more conservative construction of nationality in educational circles was the 

former headmaster of Harrow, Dr. Cyril Norwood. 

The debate on citizenship has its origins in the First World War when the duties 

of citizens were endlessly publicised in the prosecution of war and then in post

war reconstruction when the rights of citizens were asserted in pursuit of 

electoral equality and homes fit for heroes.129 It owes its longevity to the fears of 

national decline, discussed above, to the anxieties felt about the development of 

great urban cities and in the general sense of threat felt in liberal democracies 

by the rise of totalitarian dictatorships in the 1920s and 1930s. During the 

Second World War the debate came to some kind of conclusion in the passing 

of the 1944 Education Act that couched national identity in terms of eternal 
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verities, 'intangible spiritual values' that were explicitly Christian.130 Indeed, 

given that this legislation made provision for a daily attestation of national faith, 

it can be seen as a reassertion of a religious conception of national identity, a 

partial return to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries of God's chosen 

elect. 131 

An early, and according to Gordon Batho influential, contribution to the inter-war 

debate on education for citizenship was Helen Madeley's History as a School of 

Citizenship (1920).132 As Batho and others have shown, the principle of using 

schools history for specific socialising purposes was well established , 

particularly in support of British lmperialism.133 Madeley tried to modify, though 

not revolutionise, the socialising aim and to make schools' history more 

'definitely and recognisably related to life as we mean it to be lived' .134 History 

was still to inspire in pupils the 'recognition of themselves as an organic part of 

a greater whole', but this was to be a gentle patriotism. It was not concerned 

with 'jingoism, pride of domination and the determination not to be beat', but 

rather with producing citizens who displayed 'courage, sympathy and fair

mindedness' .135 The implicit criticism of Empire teaching that tended to 

dominate schools' history was reflected in Madeley's curricula suggestions 

where she rounded on 'insular prejudices' and 'myopic views', 'beliefs in 

superiorities of race' and 'natural enmities', all of which were 'vulgar errors to be 

dissolved'. Significantly these errors were to be replaced, in the main, with 

variations on domestic social history, with arts and crafts, dress, and 

architecture and with local studies, the latter 'essential for the many to whom 

love of the Motherland develops from love of their own country-side' .136 

Madeley's attempt to change the focus of schools' history away from grand 

imperial narratives and more towards the domestic, local and everyday was 

mirrored by other pedagogues and in other subjects. 

Dr. Catherine Firth argued in her The Learning of History in Elementary Schools 

of 1929 that history was a key subject for prospective citizens. The importance 

that progressive educators characteristically attached to activity is evident in the 

sections on drawing, handwork, debates and original sources. Instruction on the 

aims and ideals of the League of Nations is strongly advocated, while a whole 

chapter is dedicated to local history on the grounds that the heritage of the 
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English child was 'written everywhere in the things his ancestors made, and in 

the land itself.137 Significantly, neither Empire nor Commonwealth receives a 

single mention. This omission seems to confirm Alison Light's arguments, 

examined earlier in this chapter, that women, in this case pedagogists and 

teachers, led the retreat into a more gentle and feminine Englishness. Sharing 

the widespread apprehension at the unprecedented scale and complexity of 

modern nation-states and motivated both to teach children the futility of war and 

to value democracy, citizenship was reconstructed by progressive teachers in 

ways that were designed to be more intelligible, peaceful and effective. The 

prime site of this reconstruction, its imagined location in the minds of its 

proponents was, as has already been suggested, the countryside. 

Just as history was being tailored for civic purposes, so too was English 

teaching deployed as a means of inculcating desirable social norms into future 

citizens. The Newbolt Report of 1921 turned school English into another subject 

in which, as Ken Worpole has argued, 'key cultural values were to be 

channelled from one generation to the next' .138 These key values were a 

rejection of the supposed materialism of urban life, a disavowal of popular 

culture and a romantic and somewhat idealised vision of the pastoral idyll. As 

well as recognising the status of schools English as a purveyor of Englishness, 

it should also be noted, following Jacqueline Rose, that different types of 

schools taught different kinds of English language. The functional and utilitarian 

English of elementary state schools contrasted with the markedly more literary 

and classical, a language of 'cultural style', found in secondary and public 

schools.139 It follows, therefore, that because these different schools used 

different kinds of English language, the pupils of these respective schools may 

of thought of their Englishness in different ways. One was elementary and 

functional, the other literary and creative, an important point that will be picked 

up again in chapter five. 

Less concerned with the countryside and perhaps, as a result, a more 

representative text on citizenship and education was Charles Grant Robertson's 

The Teaching of History. This was a sober and rather conservative pedagogical 

handbook that formed part of the Encyclopaedia and Dictionary of Education, a 

major series produced by Pitman and Sons in 1921.140 Here citizenship, or 
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'national consciousness', is also to form a protection against 'exaggerated 

class-consciousness' and 'selfish individualism'.141 Yet Robertson's agenda for 

instilling the necessary qualities for citizenry are far less radical than either 

Madeley's or Firth 's and are rather more reminiscent of the public school ethos 

of 'national service'. Indeed, public schools are 'state(s) in miniature' whose 

methods of educating the good citizen are offered up as a standard to be 

emulated . The prospective citizenship curriculum features the familiar emphasis 

on sport, 'where boys learn to play up for their own side', a democratic method 

for electing school prefects and an explicit linkage between citizenship and 

religious teaching since the 'scripture lesson affords a useful opportunity for 

showing what true patriotism means'.142 If, as Robertson argued, citizenship 

ultimately rested on a 'moral foundation' this was clearly a Christian morality 

that did not extend to challenging the excesses of imperial history that Madeley 

had identified. Indeed, secondary school teachers were specifically warned that 

history 'should be designed to stir the faculty of admiration rather than of 

criticism. It is not good that children should be encouraged to sit in judgement 

on their forefathers; where praise cannot be given, silence is often best'. 143 

An equally reverential tone is to be in found in Paul Showan's Citizenship and 

the School, one in a series of handbooks for teachers published in 1923. 

Showan, a lecturer in Education at the University of London, regretted the 

'general tendency to moderate English ideals and institutions' that had first 

emerged, on his reckoning, after the Boer War. 144 The position taken by this, 

and the many other handbooks like it, is that criticism of Empire, individuals or 

episodes in British history was counter-productive.145 Emphasising the mistakes 

of the past did not make loyal or capable citizens, so history teaching should 

therefore concentrate on the enlightened development of liberal Britain over a 

number of centuries and on the 'peculiarly beneficent imperial policy' that 

ensured the Empire went from 'strength to strength'. 146 Sections on the 

constitution, on central and local government and a proper study of economics 

for older children would provide 'sound mental training', a 'useful body of 

knowledge' and most importantly a 'just appreciation of our common heritage of 

national ideals' .147 From the foregoing it is clear that educationalists, through 

their debates on citizenship in schools, were contesting notions of national 

identity in England during the 1920's. Their ultimate effect on schools curriculum 
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and practice was however ultimately dependant on the attitude of policymakers 

and administrators at the Board of Education in this period. 

In comparison with other continental European states, Britain's system of 

education has been notably decentralised with an emphasis on the freedom and 

independence of individual schools and local education authorities. Historians 

have therefore tended to discount the national system of education when 

considering the construction of national identity in Britain. The picture of the 

Board of Education that emerges from this interpretation, as objective and 

professional administrators, is inconsistent with the Board's own records 

through the inter-war period. Brian Simon's study of the Politics of Educational 

Reform between 1920 and 1940 reveals officials at the Board as powerful 

influences on educational development who, crucially, formulate and administer 

policy on the basis of a powerful, if largely unarticulated ideology.148 The 

fundamental assumption underpinning this ideology was that, in a democratic 

political system, education was an important tool for containing or controlling the 

mass of the population. Simon's analysis depicts the Board of Education as a 

generally conservative force, a conclusion that is supported by the Board's 

reaction to the debate on citizenship and national identity that has been detailed 

above. 

On the issue of citizenship, and by implication that of national identity, the 

Board's reaction to various curriculum or pedagogic initiatives clearly reveals an 

agenda that favoured an Englishness that was to be constructed firstly around 

narratives of Empire but increasingly in the late 1930's around Christian spiritual 

values. During the twenties the Board actively propagated the teaching of 

English history to pupils who were, in the opinion of the Board, 'citizens in passe 

of one of the greatest and noblest nations in the world' .149 School teachers were 

advised that national history was of 'primary importance' since it gave the best 

example of the continuous development of a self-governing community that was 

capable of founding more 'daughter nations' and capable of securing the loyalty 

of more 'alien traditions' than any other country. 150 To emphasise the point the 

Board issued a memorandum to its inspectors in 1923 instructing them 'that all 

practicable steps should be taken to encourage the teaching of British Empire 

History in the schools throughout the Empire' .151 Certainly the history of Empire 
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was to be favoured over the new methods of social history and instruction on 

the idealism of the League of Nations, an enthusiasm of some progressive 

teachers that seemed to particularly alarm officials at the Board of Education. 

Launching a confidential investigation into the propaganda work of various 

societies in English schools, the Board singled out two organisations for 

particular attention . 152 One was the Navy League, a small and rather obscure 

association, and the other was the League of Nations Union, whose activities in 

schools had provoked criticism in the educational press and whose influence, it 

seems reasonable to assume, was the real subject of the investigation. 

Satisfying itself on this occasion that such propagandising was not excessive, it 

was measured again in 1927 and the subject of a departmental debate in 

1937.153 Indeed, during the 1930's citizenship and its relationship to education 

had emerged as an important issue of national life, attracting not simply the 

attention of pedagogists, but a wider audience of politicians and pressure 

groups. 

The Wall Street Crash of 1929 and the Great Depression that followed it gave 

new impetus to the debate on citizenship that had been conducted mainly in 

educational circles during the twenties. This, together with the advent of 

European fascism, crystallised fears about the conditions of modernity- the 

materialism of mass culture, the inequities, and specifically the poverty, of urban 

life, the decline of organised Christian worship -all were taken to threaten the 

future of democracy in Britain. The protection of democracy and education for 

citizenship became a familiar theme for government ministers who, following 

Baldwin's lead of 1927, began to speak of the 'race' to 'educate the masses for 

democracy'.154 As Prime Minister, for example, Ramsay MacDonald lectured 

educationalists on teaching methods that would secure future good 

government, real patriotism, freedom and peace. English literature should 

reveal the 'harmonious charm' and 'sonorousness' of the English language, 

history should concentrate on the 'heroic and the romantic', a course that, when 

combined with the teaching of 'national evolution', would inspire children with 

duty and a healthy respect for their inheritance.155 Similarly looking backwards 

for inspiration, Lord Halifax, President of the Board of Education between 1932 

and 1935, found comfort in 'our experience and racial make-up', while 

emphasising the importance of 'tradition and training' that would ensure the 
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continuity of 'peace and liberty' in Britain despite 'temporary hardship and 

despair' .156 It would be easy to dismiss these kind of speeches as governmental 

platitudes, issued periodically to soothe anxieties at the evident problems of 

democracy and their absence from existing educational histories of the period 

indicate that this is how historians have, up until now, interpreted them.157 

However, the political concern about citizenship and national decline was 

genuine and influential. The changes in schools curriculum and pedagogy that 

have been discussed above are linked by their shared concern to strengthen 

democracy, produce good citizens and so guarantee a prosperous national 

future. Yet as the Association for Education in Citizenship (AEC) recognised, 

the effect of these changes was potentially limited because they took place 

across different subject disciplines- History, English, Physical Education

where they were treated as an adjunct to existing schemes of work. What the 

AEC proposed was a curriculum space in which the various strands of good 

citizenship could be drawn together and taught to pupils as a single subject. 

The fate of these proposals and of the AEC generally reveal a good deal about 

changes to English national identity in the period between 1918 and 1944. 

In many ways, the AEC embodies the attempted reconstruction of English 

national identity through education in the inter-war years. It was co-founded in 

June 1934 by Eva Hubback and Ernest Simon, both members of what Guy 

Whitmarsh has called the 'progressive elite', who saw education as a vital tool in 

promoting an expansive definition of English citizenship.158 The AEC aimed to 

produce 'intelligent citizens' for the complex and difficult modern world by 

fostering in children the ability to think sensibly and dispassionately about 

politics, economics and international relations. To this end, it lobbied for the 

introduction of direct citizenship teaching in all schools so that children might 

receive a 'working map of the social and political world' that could act as a 

bulwark against 'millionaire press lords or aspiring dictators'.159 What the 

proposed map presented, in effect, was a progressively liberal version of 

Englishness based on a teleological version of the national past. It celebrated 

the development of representative government and feted parliamentary 

democracy as the apex of national achievement. It drew on social history in an 

attempt to democratise the national past and preached, initially at least, an 

inclusive brand of secularised morality that made no reference to religion or 

57 



scripture.160 What the AEC attempted to do, in other words, was construct a 

liberal version of citizenship that simultaneously made English national identity 

an accessible form of belonging. This commitment to an open form of 

citizenship and national identity helps explain why so many social progressives, 

Rathbone, Hubback and Manning among them, helped campaign for the entry 

of refugees from Nazi Germany. For them, Englishness was based on a 

commitment to democratic and humane values not, as for those who looked to 

exclude the refugees, on religion or 'race'. As the decade progressed, however, 

educational constructions of English citizenship became increasingly couched in 

traditional and explicitly English terms. 

The projection of Christianity to the heart of Englishness was largely due to the 

characterisation of the European dictatorships as the inevitable result of 

excessive materialism. It was a commonplace in Britain to explain the stoicism 

of the German, Italian and Russian people, their unthinking acceptance of 

various forms of political orthodoxy, as attributable to the degradation of eternal 

and spiritual truths. 161 This line of thinking reached its apogee during the 

Second World War, a conflict universally portrayed in Britain as a battle 

between good and evil, between the religiosity of the allies and the godless 

tyranny of fascism. 162 Political and educational debate in Britain reflected these 

international developments as increasing stress was laid on England's Christian 

tradition and on the role of religious teaching in forming good character and 

worthy citizens. The literature of the AEC reflects this and their handbook of 

1935, whilst recognising the legitimacy of the humanist point of view, included a 

section on the religious approach to social problems. This praised the 'sanction 

and the force' of a 'faith in democracy' that could be derived from 'the love of 

God' and, portentously, viewed the 'religious tone of the school, as expressed in 

daily prayers, in the chapel and in the scripture lesson', as valuable 

opportunities for citizenship training. 163 It was this specifically Christian English 

citizenship that found expression in the 1944 Education Act, rather than a more 

secular version of national identity that both Simon and Hubback might have 

preferred.164 That this was the case can be partly attributed to the ethos of 

professional conservatism that was dominant at the Board of Education during 

this period. This conservatism was predisposed towards a 'traditional' view of 

the role of religion in national life and this helps explain the significant influence 
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that educational and religious leaders, like Cyril Norwood and William Temple, 

were able to exert over the policy making process.165 Crucially, however, the 

Second World War prompted renewed and prolonged discussion of the 

meaning of national identity. 

The Second World War was widely understood in Britain as a battle for national 

survival. At such a time, national characteristics were endlessly discussed, 

debated and visualised. At the level of propaganda, Britain became a beacon 

for freedom and liberty, the European torchbearer for the virtues of 

parliamentary democracy whilst much of Continental Europe, in contemporary 

parlance, was falling to the darkness of fascism. On a rather more critical note, 

however, the war also gave rise to questions and anxieties on the social and 

political state of Britain. Social inequality was one strand in this debate and was 

seen as a single manifestation, mass culture and soulless housing 

developments were amongst the others, of the prevalent materialism of modern 

life. In the continuing and widespread analysis of this materialism it was 

perhaps inevitable that the subject of religion, and its relationship to national life, 

became a significant feature of the debate on reconstruction. 

In the invasion-threatened spring of 1940, The Times editorial leader 

considered the relationship between 'Religion and National Life' .166 Evacuated 

children showed a lack of religious knowledge that questioned the validity of 

sacrifices being made in the 'preservation of Christian principles' if 'Christianity 

was to have no future'. In a phrase taken directly from Cyril Norwood's English 

Tradition of Education, Britain had been living on the 'spiritual capital', 'on 

traditions inherited from the past' instead of providing for the future. Dismissing 

the suggestion that secular education could complete the training of future 

citizens, The Times insisted that the 'health of a nation must be based on 

spiritual principles' and, since Britain was 'professedly Christian', the national 

education system should aim to teach the facts of this 'historic religion ' .167 As 

has been shown above, this was not a novel claim but it had a particular 

relevance during wartime and produced a response that Norwood and Temple 

could only have dreamed of in their long years of activism for the same cause. 

Correspondence on various aspects of religious teaching filled the letters page 
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in the following weeks, all with schemes and proposals that might rescue 

'England's dark youth' and 'regenerate a national Christian spirit' .168 The Times 

editorial became in itself a popular piece of literature- reprinted six times in a 

matter of weeks- and it formed the basis of many subsequent church sermons 

across Britain. If this was rather like preaching to the converted, then the 

publicity suddenly afforded to the place of religion in national life gave new 

impetus to other religious crusades of the period. Greater attention was afforded 

to the recent pamphlet of the National Society entitled Evangelism Through 

Education that promoted use of parish churches for evacuated communities as 

one step towards revitalising communal worship. In his Education and Social 

Change (1940), the Director of the Institute of Education, Fred Clarke, called for 

spiritual and national renewal through the elevation of Christian faith in schools. 

The emerging consensus on the need for radical educational reform in a 

general sense and some kind of specific programme for spiritual renewal in the 

schools was a major factor behind the decision to constitute a committee of 

senior officials at the Board of Education to discuss educational reconstruction. 

Beginning their deliberations in November 1941 , their provisional conclusions 

were distributed, in some secrecy, as the Green Book to local authority 

associations, teachers' organisations, the Churches and some other 

educational bodies. 

The details of the Green Book discussions have been written elsewhere and 

require no lengthy elaboration here. 169 It is sufficient to note that the lack of 

debate on the issue of religious instruction in schools simply reflects the degree 

of consensus that had been reached -at least in the educational establishment 

-on the need for national renewal through religious education. Hence, in the 

introduction to the White Paper on Educational Reconstruction, the Board felt 

able to begin by referring to the general societal wish that religious education 

should be given a more defined place in the life of the schools. This sprang from 

the desire, it continued, to 'revive the spiritual and personal values in our society 

and in our national tradition'. Similar conclusions were evident in the findings of 

the Committee on Curriculum and Examinations in Secondary Schools that 

were published in July 1943. Chaired and dominated by Cyril Norwood, the 

Committee recognised the responsibility of schools to act as the agent of social 

and national unity by affirming the national tradition of Christianity.170 It 
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dismissed specific training in education for citizenship as pedagogically difficult 

and proposed instead that citizenship be studied incidentally, across the whole 

curriculum and absorbed from the general tone of the school. 171 As one official 

report after another linked national and social unity with religious instruction, it 

was clear that the intended tone of the schools was a specifically Christian one. 

Accordingly, the 1944 Education Act made provision for a daily attestation of 

national faith and attempted to improve the status and teaching of religious 

education by subjecting it to examination. 

The 1944 Education Act imposed on a predominantly secular society a national 

ethos of Christianity. It made gatherings of any school community a specifically 

Christian event and, in doing so, placed Christianity at the centre of the 

collective identity both of the school and, at a wider level, of the nation. It was in 

this way that the educational debate on good citizenship - a debate that was 

underpinned by visions of national identity- was brought to a resolution. In 

educational policy at least, Christianity was seen as the basis of good 

citizenship and, by implication, of national character. 

Ill. Conclusion 

In the inter-war period, a vigorous debate on the meaning and significance of 

English national identity was evident in Britain. This discourse on Englishness -

on who the English were and what they should be - can be accessed in a 

number of different ways. As has been shown in this chapter, visions of 

Englishness can be traced at the level of political debate, read in a range of 

literature, seen in the content of cinema films and reflected in popular images of 

'alien' nations and peoples. Yet whilst many versions of Englishness in popular 

culture were celebratory, stressing the unique qualities of England, the 

underlying motive for these representations was an anxiety about both the 

English people and their national identity. 

What might be termed, and what were certainly understood, as the multiple 

crises of modernity largely explain the reason for the emergence and 

significance of the continuing educational debate on citizenship. According to a 

wide range of commentators, citizenship education was required simply 
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because the problems of advanced industrial societies were of unprecedented 

novelty and complexity. Such problems were perceived across a diverse range 

of social, political, economic and medical discourses but are all unified in their 

concern for the future well being of the nation . Indeed, fears about the future of 

Englishness can be traced in the rise of restrictive immigration legislation in 

which the 'alien' was demonised for imagined exotic social practices, a political 

revolutionary, an economic burden and a conveyor of disease infecting the body 

politic. As will be shown in what follows in this study, this dominant perception of 

alien immigrants and refugees not only shaped refugee policy but it also made 

those children who did find exile in Britain subject to policies of control, isolation 

and, in the case of the Jewish children, assimilation. In other words, the 

perceived fragility of Englishness made it something to be protected from alien 

influences. In the debate on education for citizenship Englishness is also 

something to be nurtured. 

Many of the anxieties about the future of the English people and their national 

identity can be read in the educational debate on citizenship. This debate 

crystallises many of the issues involved in the attempted reconstruction of 

Englishness and three particularly important themes have been stressed in this 

chapter. 

First, the important influence of medicine on definitions of national identity has 

been stressed through a review of attempts, inspired by eugenics, to improve 

the 'racial' profile of the nation. Whilst there has been a tendency in history 

writing to associate 'racial' conceptions of the nation with Nazi Germany there 

were influential across Europe, and certainly in Britain. The importance of the 

medical discourse to national identity becomes clear in the following chapter 

that traces the influence of the Ministry of Health on negotiations for the entry of 

refugee children to Britain. 

Second, the aesthetics of the English landscape and all its constitutive 

elements, geology, climate, soil and so on, were lauded as a cornerstone of 

Englishness. This helps explain the quite extraordinary amount of political, 

medical and educational literature that is about seeing, using and embracing the 

English countryside in this period. It is also a key rhetorical strategy of those 
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who defended the evacuation of children from cities to the countryside in 

September 1939. Indeed, as Matless has shown, the English landscape was an 

important and universal site in the attempted reconstruction of citizenship both 

before and during the war.172 

Third, and more broadly, the 1944 Education Act served as educational 

confirmation that English citizenship and national identity had been discursively 

constructed around notions of a shared history and common traditions. One of 

these traditions, and a key signifier of national identity by 1944, was the idea 

that Englishness was synonymous with Christianity and the laudable virtues of 

liberality, moderation, tolerance and gentleness that the Church advocated. It is 

important to appreciate that despite the universality of these national qualities -

they are, in theory at least, accessible to all -the construction of Englishness as 

a developing and evolving story over a period of centuries made them much 

more exclusive. Their source was not individual virtue but centuries of 

continuous national development, the peculiar benefits of English history and, 

symbolically, in the mystical relationship between the land and the people. This 

fetishization of a romanticised past turned potentially liberal and accessible 

ideals -tolerance, moderation, liberty - into much more exclusive attributes that 

may, or may not, be absorbed by migrant peoples. 

Refugee children from Central Europe arrived in a social and cultural milieu in 

which national tradition, organic development and growth was becoming 

increasingly articulated as the basis of national identity. Without appreciating 

the fundamental importance of this national idea, subsequent government 

policies towards refugee children, the care provided for those children by 

various refugee agencies and experiences of the children themselves cannot be 

fully understood. That this process of cultural exchange was shaped by national 

identity and assimilation becomes clearer in the following chapter that examines 

the negotiations for the entry of the children in both 1937 and 1938 and the 

policies put in place to support them. 
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Chapter Two 

'A wrangling and haggling apparatus': British refugee policy and the 

admission of refugee children, 1933-39.1 

We are thus living today in a world divided into 'racial' and economic 
compartments, to a considerable degree watertight ... As a general rule, 
immigration is discouraged with the object of maintaining 'racial' purity 
uncontaminated, or in the determination to avoid the possible formation of an 
alien minority or, in some cases, in the fear that admission of immigrants may 
affect the standard of life of the existing population. 2 

John Hope Simpson, 1939. 

Introduction 

In chapter one time was spent elucidating the contested notion of English 

national identity during the inter-war period. The current chapter extends and 

builds on this analysis in two ways. First, it examines how the fluid notion of 

national identity underpinned negotiations between government and refugee 

agencies for the admittance of refugee children from both Northern Spain and 

Central Europe. Given the largely narrative approach of existing histories of 

refugee children, their entry into Britain has not received any sustained critical 

analysis that seeks to locate their arrival in a wider cultural setting. This chapter 

rectifies that gap. Second, a provisional outline is given of the way in which 

ideas about national identity were articulated, elaborated or projected through 

the activities of those agencies established to support refugee children in 

Britain. The theme that unites both these areas for analysis is a demonstration, 

in practical and concrete terms, of how notions of Englishness provided a 

cognitive framework in which the wider process of refugee settlement was 

managed and understood. In other words, the aim of this chapter is to begin to 

show how English national identity, and the concept of Otherness that forms an 

integral part of it, underpinned the activities, debates and policy making of the 

refugee agencies established to support the refugee children in Britain. 
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In analysing the influence of Englishness on refugee policy this chapter divides 

into two parts. The first part concentrates on Spanish children, the second 

focuses on Jewish children. Both parts share three major themes. The first 

briefly describes the specific events in Europe -the bombing of Guernica in 

Spain and Kristallnacht in Germany and Austria - that prefigured evacuation. 

The second theme recounts the reaction to these events in Britain. It outlines 

the establishment of refugee aid committees and it traces their relationship to 

wider political and social/religious communities. The third theme analyses in 

detail the negotiations between leading figures in these refugee agencies and 

central government for the entry of refugee children to Britain. Structuring the 

two halves of this chapter around three common themes clearly suggests that 

there were broad similarities in the processes that led to the evacuation of 

Spanish and Jewish children to Britain. Yet, as will become clear in the course 

of this chapter, they were also important differences in the estimated period of 

exile and in the perceived consequences of that exile both for the refugees and 

the host society. Read in conjunction with the chapter that follows, it will be 

argued that those divergent perceptions of the two groups of refugee children 

shaped both the policy responses of the refugee agencies and, consequently, 

the experiences of those children in exile. 

As was argued in the introduction to this study, existing accounts of refugee 

children in Britain, such as those by Bell and Turner, are largely organised 

around a straight narrative of their arrival and experiences in Britain.3 In terms 

of policy making, such studies spend relatively little time analysing either the 

people involved in aiding refugee children or the priorities of the refugee 

agencies they represent. When such analysis is undertaken; as it is in this 

chapter, it becomes clear that it is suggestive to think of the work of these 

refugee agencies as an example of twentieth century philanthropy. At a central, 

policy-making level, these agencies were overwhelmingly staffed by a middle 

and upper class who, irrespective of individual political views, remained solidly 

committed to those liberal values of hard work, decency and moderation that 

were seen as constitutive of English national identity in the 1930s. As will 

become clear further on in this study, these values shaped the dispensation of 

aid to refugees and form one element of what David Cantor has identified as a 
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range of philanthropic activities that mediated social power in British society.4 

Since, moreover, this was a process of national exchange, it was understood 

primarily in national terms. 

In explaining the motivation for their work, in persuading the general public to 

support them and in developing a policy for the young refugees, middle-class 

philanthropists repeatedly articulated a specific sense of English national 

identity. The notion of a traditional English sympathy for the underdog that 

Bernard Porter has traced developing from the mid-nineteenth century provided 

a rationale for evacuating children from Continental Europe, while versions of 

English moderation and gentleness delimited the requisite standards of 

behaviour from the children once in England.5 Housing, education, leisure 

activity and religious instruction for the children were organised by middle and 

upper class philanthropists whose sense of national identity was a crucial 

motivating factor in their work. It was, in short, philanthropists who acted as 

what might be termed the artisans of national identity, presenting refugee 

children with a liberal vision of Englishness that fundamentally affected the 

experiences of those children whilst in Britain. In this chapter, the emergence of 

both governmental and agency policy to manage and control refugee children is 

examined and its philosophical grounding in a vision of liberal England is made 

explicit. 

I. The Rescue of Refugee Children from Spain 

The Spanish Civil War broke out on 17 July 1936 when a group of disaffected 

generals - eventually led by the young Francisco Franco y Bahamonde -

launched a military coup against an elected, and left-wing, government of the 

Spanish Republic. The precise causes and details of the protracted civil war 

have been analysed elsewhere so no further account is given in this study.6 

What should be noted, however, is the wider European perception of the 

Spanish Civil War and how it seemed to crystallise and embody fundamental 

political issues that were at stake right across Europe. The war in Spain was 

widely seen on the political left as a struggle between the forces of democracy 
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and liberty on the one hand, and fascism on the other. Alternatively, for a 

political right alarmed at the radical social reforms taking place in Spain, Franco 

was viewed as a proud patriot resisting the evils of Communism. It was this 

perception of the conflict as a battle between democracy and fascism or, 

alternatively, communism and nationalism that made the Spanish Civil War 

such a divisive issue in British politics.7 

The outbreak of war in Spain not only stimulated a political response in Britain 

but also a humanitarian one. In practice, however, the dividing line between the 

two is often obscure and frequently difficult to maintain. This is certainly the 

case with the National Joint Committee for Spanish Relief (NJC) that was 

established in November 1936 as an 'all-party, non-political, non-sectarian' 

body to provide humanitarian aid for the victims of the Civil War in Spain. The 

NJC was a co-ordinating relief body that drew on a diverse range of support 

from as many as 180 independent political and humanitarian organisations. 

Some of these were regional in character, like the Birmingham Campaign for 

Peace and Liberty, others were professionally based, the Spanish Medical Aid 

Committee for example, whilst religion was the organisational cornerstone of 

the Friends' Spain Committee. Perhaps the diverse character of the NJC is best 

illustrated in the formation of one of its affiliated bodies, the Basque Children's 

Committee (BCC) in May 1937. As is shown in more detail below, the 

constituent members of the BCC included representatives of the Roman 

Catholic Church, the Society of Friends, the Trades Union Congress and the 

Labour, Liberal and Conservative Parties. Together these groups formed what 

Jim Fyrth describes as a 'network of organisations and committees', connected 

in various ways with each other' whose meetings, film shows, concerts, 

exhibitions, pamphlets, poetry and a range of other activity formed the common 

culture of what Fyrth calls the Aid Spain Movement.8 Whilst this interpretation 

has been questioned by Tom Buchanan, who challenges the existence of an 

Aid Spain Movement, both Fyrth and Buchanan are agreed that the NJC was 

always a mechanism for supporting the Spanish Republic.9 Despite the fact that 

the principal officers of the NJC came from across the political spectrum - they 

were the Liberal MP, Wilfred Roberts, sometime Conservative MP, Katherine, 

Duchess of Atholl and the Communist Isabel Brown - they were, nonetheless, 
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united by their support for the Republicans. Whilst their motives for this support 

clearly differed - Atholl, for example, was more concerned about British imperial 

and strategic interests than the anti-fascism -they formed a prominent group of 

pro-Republicans who helped publicise, finance and organise the provision of 

foodships, medical equipment and refugee colonies. Of primary concern to this 

study, however, is the support that both these individuals and the NJC gave to 

4,000 Basque refugee children evacuated to Britain in May 1937. 

The evacuation of children from Northern Spain began as early as January 

1937 when small numbers of children were evacuated across the border to 

neighbouring France. 10 The scale of this evacuation scheme was drastically 

increased at the end of March 1937 when Franco's insurgent forces renewed 

their efforts at capturing the remaining Republican territory in the North. In 

pursuit of this military objective, German Condor Legions bombed the small 

town of Durango on 31 March. Durango was a civilian centre of little or no 

strategic importance but its bombing, and the subsequent raid on the Basque 

village of Guernica, graphically illustrated that the aerial bombardment of 

unprotected civilian targets was both a new and barbaric method in the conduct 

of modern warfare. Indeed, it was both the novelty and the barbarism of these 

bombing raids that helps account for the angry condemnation at this turn of 

events in Britain and the genuine sympathy felt for the victims. After the 

bombing of Guernica at the end of April, for example, a leading article in The 

Times condemned what it described as 'the pitiless bombardment of a country 

town' as 'a tale of ruthless mechanical destruction'.11 On the same day, the 

leader of the Liberal Party, Sir Archibald Sinclair, struck a similar note of anger 

and sympathy when he protested against 'the use of air power as an instrument 

of massacre and torture against defenceless civilians' .12 

A key figure in reporting the destruction of Guernica in the British press was 

The Times correspondent in Spain George Lowther Steer. In his vivid 

eyewitness accounts of the bombing campaigns in Northern Spain, Steer 

described the attempted 'demoralisation of the civil population and the 

destruction of the cradle of the Basque race'. 13 As well as confirming the 

centrality of 'race' to contemporary ideas of difference and Otherness - both 
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inside and outside of Europe- Steer's accounts stimulated a wave of sympathy 

and concern in Britain. One of the reasons why his reporting was so influential 

was that it deliberately avoided taking either an explicitly Republican or 

Nationalist line. Instead, Steer drew a distinction between the clash of modern 

political ideologies that the Spanish Civil War represented on the one hand, and 

an ancient, dignified and innocent Basque community caught up in the fighting, 

on the other. 14 A similar distinction was evident in a House of Commons debate 

on Spain on the 6 May 1937 in which the appropriate government response to 

the aerial bombardment and to the refugee crisis that it created was discussed. 

In the course of this debate the Labour MP and future joint secretary of the 

Basque Children's Committee David Grenfell, spoke, for example, of the 

bombing of Guernica as an attack on: 

.. . the ancient capital of an ancient race, of an independent race, proud 
of its position; a small community of proud people. There is no 
community in the world which has a higher claim to a recognition of its 
life and tradition than the Basque population. 15 

This reverence for the Basque population in Spain certainly seems to have 

contributed to the government decision to allow the Royal Navy to escort 

refugee ships leaving Bilbao to French ports. Indeed, as will become clear 

below, popular perceptions of the Basque 'race' in Britain also had significant 

consequences for those children evacuated to the country in the spring of 1937. 

With the numbers of refugees leaving Spain escalating, it was perhaps 

inevitable that the possibility of evacuating civilians from Spain to Britain 

became a subject of increasing speculation amongst both refugee aid workers 

in Spain, and various interested parties in Britain. Correspondence between 

members of the Society of Friends' Spain Committee reveals that the possibility 

of evacuating children to Britain was raised as early as January 1937. Fred 

Tritton, a member of the Executive Committee based in London, wrote to Alfred 

Jacob, a Quaker working with refugees in Spain, and told him of the frequent 

offers he had received to accommodate Spanish children in England. 16 

Likewise, the NJC first discussed possible evacuation plans in February. 17 At 
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this stage, however, the general consensus of opinion was against evacuation 

overseas, primarily because it was, as Jacobs wrote to Tritton, 'an extremely 

expensive way of helping a limited number of children'. 18 The Spain Committee 

was to remain unenthusiastic about plans to evacuate children to England, 

even after the bombing of Guernica, and in spite of a direct plea from President 

Aguirre (of the Basque Republic) for European countries to help rescue 

vulnerable children. 19 Yet the actions of the NJC suggest that the bombing of 

innocent children seemed to leave them with little option but to support and 

facilitate Aguirre's plea. 

The National Joint Committee for Spanish Relief responded to Aguirre's plea by 

approaching the Home Secretary, Sir John Simon, for permission to land child 

refugees in Britain for a period of temporary exile. With public opinion firmly on 

the side of the NJC, its secretary, Wilfred Roberts, pushed for a speedy 

decision since, he warned, the time was approaching when 'there may be no 

children left alive to remove' .20 With public pressure mounting, Baldwin's 

National government relented and permission was granted, in principle, on 29 

April. 21 As Bell notes, however, this permission was conditional on the 

production of an acceptable evacuation plan and on the understanding that the 

evacuation was to be financed entirely from voluntary effort and providing that a 

cross-section of refugees from different political parties be admitted.22 Such 

conditions were designed to protect the National Government from criticism 

both on domestic and foreign policy. With regard to the former, the admittance 

of the refugee children was alleged to needlessly burden British charities at a 

time of high domestic unemployment, whilst in terms of foreign policy the arrival 

of the children was alleged to constitute a violation of their declared policy of 

non-intervention in Spain.23 Moreover, there is evidence to suggest that the 

government was influenced by such criticisms. For, having granted temporary 

asylum to the children in principle, the government vacillated. Over the course 

of three weeks during May 1937 Home Secretary John Simon, Prime Minister 

Stanley Baldwin and officials from the Ministry of Health all repeatedly advised 

the NJC that the whole idea of evacuation was deeply flawed and not worth 

pursuing. It is worth focusing on these discussions in some detail because they 

serve to illustrate how conceptions of the nation and national identity formed 
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the basic framework against which refugee policy was formulated. 

When suggestions to evacuate children from Spain were put to the 

government, it sought advice from the Save the Children Fund, an agency with 

considerable experience in helping refugees. Following an emergency council 

meeting to discuss the proposed evacuation on May 101937, the Save the 

Children Fund submitted a memorandum to the Home Office where its 

opposition to the proposed plan was made clear. 24 It is important to note that 

this opposition was based not on the grounds of financial efficiency, or a 

concern about the possibilities of political propaganda, though both are 

highlighted as matters for secondary consideration. Rather, the principle 

justification for opposing the evacuation of children to England is medical and, 

in theory at least, scientific and objective. Opposition to the proposed 

evacuation of children from Spain to England is based primarily on conceptions 

of Basque national character that makes France, and not England, the suitable 

destination for potential refugees. A more detailed analysis of the Save the 

Children memorandum, written by the General Secretary Louis Golden, 

explains this conception of national character. 

First, it is argued in the memorandum that 'the psychological effect on the 

children would be far less harmful' since 'the climate of South West France 

approximates more to that of Northern Spain than the English climate'. 

Secondly, the memorandum refers to (unspecified) 'experience' that had shown 

'that French food, close to that which the Basque children, are used to, has 

caused gastric troubles amongst Spanish children'. Given the additional 

strangeness of English food it was concluded that 'they would experience 

increased health problems here'. Thirdly, 'manners and customs' would be less 

strange than in France, where the presence of a Basque population would 

'considerably minimise the language difficulty'. The fourth and final point to be 

made is that children in France could go to 'households of their own people, 

living more or less in their own way, speaking the same language and 

practising the same religion'. It is worth recalling at this point that the Save the 

Children Fund Committee was consulted because of their proclaimed expertise 

in managing refugee situations - situations that by definition involved cultural 
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exchange. It is this knowledge, as it appears in this memorandum, that warrants 

further analysis here. 

This memorandum, drawn up by acknowledged experts in the field, is based 

entirely on the implicit assumption that there is some 'psychological effect' that 

accompanies the experience of migration across national borders. Since there 

is no discussion of conditions in Spain, or of the war-time experiences that the 

refugee children might have undergone, it must be assumed that any such 

effects are the result of the journey rather than the conditions that necessitated 

migration. It was, in other words, movement across national boundaries, rather 

than war, that had certain, unspecified, psychological consequences. These 

psychological effects are, moreover, posited on an axis that is only more or 

'less harmful', never positive, or even neutral. The reason for this is the 

construction, in an overtly deterministic manner, of national identities that are 

intimately linked to the physical geography of a particular place. 

In every example given in the memorandum, the frame of reference is to a 

Basque national identity that is tied to a particular geographic region that makes 

South Western France a more suitable, though not ideal, place of exile. French 

weather was similar to that experienced in Northern Spain, French food closer 

to the Spanish, and, in a revealing phrase, 'manners and customs' would be 

'less strange in South Western France'. Though France had a Basque 

population and now included territory that was formerly regarded as Basque, 

life could only be 'less strange', lived 'more or less in their own way', because, it 

is implied, the essential, innate and deterministic Basque identity could only be 

fully articulated in the Basque Republic. Clearly, any loss of this essential 

identity in a movement away from the national territory is assessed as an a 

priori negative, as a violation of that sense of belonging that individuals need, 

and only a reified geographical territory can give. In the kind of redemptive 

power it gives to the land, this echoes that distinctly romantic construction of 

English national identity elucidated in chapter one of the current study. It is the 

physical features of the land that transmit a sense of nationality and it is their 

absence in exile that give rise to what Golden regarded as the 'dire 

consequences associated with a state of refugeedom'. Golden elaborated on 
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these consequences in a rather more vernacular style when he telephoned the 

Home Office to say that he would rather the children 'die in their own land than 

rot slowly in exile where they deteriorate physically, morally and mentally'.25 To 

quote this, retrospectively astonishing, remark is not to question the integrity of 

Golden or the Save the Children Fund, or to cast doubt on their valuable 

voluntary work with refugees. It is, rather, to begin to demonstrate how the 

reception of refugee children was shaped by judgements on the nature and 

significance of national identity. 

Given that Freud's and Burlingham's studies on migration and child psychology 

during the domestic evacuation of 1940-41 are generally considered to be 

pioneers in the field, it is likely that Golden's devastating remarks represent 

'common-sense' notions on the dangers of child migration.26 Certainly, Golden 

himself was not a trained psychologist but, like others with experience in aid 

work, based his judgements on personal empiricism. Like the Friends' Spain 

Committee, it was assumed that places closer to the Basque Country were 

more appropriate as a destination for evacuees and that England was 

unsuitable.27 In addition to this rather speculative psychology on the likely 

effects of evacuation, a range of pathological opinion was articulated in Ministry 

of Health documentation that deals with the proposed evacuation. Officials from 

the Ministry of Health visited the Home Office on three separate occasions 

during May 1937 alone, and on each occasion were involved in lengthy 

consultations concerning the health of the potential refugees. 28 These meetings 

are discussed in detail in chapter four so here it is sufficient to note the threat 

that the children- and the infectious diseases they were associated with- were 

perceived to pose for public health. On one level, these discussions can be 

viewed as sensible, preventive measures for children being evacuated from a 

war zone where the lack of food and nutrition made them vulnerable to illness. 

In another, more analytical vein however, it is quite clear that these medical 

discourses confirm a process whereby the children from Spain were labelled, 

constructed and invented. 

Historians of immigration to British society have recently begun to study the 

ascription of disease and ill health to migrants and refugees in Britain. 
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Cesarani's schematic account of anti-alienism outlines, for example, the way in 

which aliens, and the miscegenation for which they were blamed, became 

central to notions of national degeneration and popularly linked with eugenic 

explanations for the apparent national decline.29 More specifically, Marks and 

Warboys have recently elucidated some of the ways in which 'perceptions of 

immigrants as "diseased" and "dirty" both created and confirmed the fears of 

the host population' in regard to the settlement of immigrant communities in 

Europe and North America.30 By 1940 in Britain, Mass-Observation was able to 

casually report, and without any accompanying explanation, that few people 

'object to refugees socially (apart from the association with dirt)'.31 Yet this long

standing association awaits detailed explanation and any sustained historical 

analysis would need to investigate the role of what Nikolas Rose has called the 

'medical complex' in subjecting migrants and refugees to a specific discourse of 

medical attention.32 It may be, for example, that the development of eugenics, 

psychology, psychiatry, and the chronologically linked invention of notions of 

public or national health operated in a similar manner to the development of 

cartography from the 161
h century onwards. In the latter case, historians have 

been paying increasing attention to the way in which cartography helped the 

development of national identities by providing a geographical and pictorial 

representation of self and other.33 It seems logical to suggest that medical 

science, either by accident or design, helped contribute to the processes 

through which national identity is formed. 

In any case, medical discourse has clearly not only evaluated the dangers of 

disease from migrants, it has also intervened across a range of social sites to 

regulate and monitor the relationship between immigration and the health of the 

nation. In the specific case of the Spanish children, this medical complex 

helped legitimate the popular association of 'Spanish' and 'disease' by a 

prolonged discussion about public health in the context of the children arriving 

in Britain. The health of the children was a prominent theme of much press 

reporting, whilst Minister of Health Sir Kingsley Wood fielded House of 

Commons questions about the dangers of contagion on the 7, 9 and 10 June 

1937.34 This discussion far outweighed any empirical evidence to link the 

children with ill health, but it was used to legitimate the intervention of the 
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Ministry of Health in various stages of the evacuation. Stipulations were made 

about the ages of children to be evacuated, their medical inspection and the 

location and organisation of the temporary camp -the Basque Children's Camp 

-that was to accommodate them in Britain.35 Home Secretary Sir John Simon 

was at pains to point out that this, and other interventions, some of which were 

later overturned, were not part of: 

... some narrow policy of alien restriction, the position was that the 
Departments were advised that all technical experience showed that to 
move children, without their parents, hundreds of miles across the sea 
involved a great physical and psychological risk. 36 

There seems little reason to doubt Simon's sincerity here. However, the medical 

knowledge that the Home Office collected and discussed framed and limited 

their humanitarian sensibilities. Underlying their deep misgivings about the 

proposed evacuation lay a concept of nations as psychological and pathological 

formations that produced specific and objectively identifiable national identities 

that were more or less similar to one another.37 It is for this reason that both the 

government and independent aid agencies constantly suggested that the South 

West of France was a more 'suitable' place of evacuation for the Spanish 

children. Or, as Lord Listowel put it, 'cold and Protestant England' was no place 

for these children. 38 

On the 11 May 1937, Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin wrote to the National Joint 

Committee for Spanish Relief to express his 'grave doubts' on the proposed 

scheme of evacuation. It is not surprising, given Baldwin's penchant for 

romantic nationalism, to find him repeating many of the points made by Louis 

Golden in his memorandum. The Basque children were, he warned, 

accustomed to a warm climate, to certain habits of life, to certain types of 
food. They have been brought up in surroundings, physical and 
psychological which cannot be reproduced here. They would inevitably 
find it very difficult to acclimatise here.39 

Throughout his correspondence with the Home Office on behalf of the NJC, 

Roberts did not challenge the basis of these warnings but instead, consistently 
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sought to reassure the government on the suitability of the children for exile in 

England. The Committee had 'not overlooked the question of climate' or 'of 

certain habits of life and certain types of food' but Roberts was at pains to point 

out that 'the climate of Bilbao differs little from that of London'. Roberts 

accepted, in other words, an essentialised construction of national identity but 

based his defence of the evacuation scheme on the fact that the British and 

Basque peoples were actually very similar. As the correspondence cited so far 

suggests there was, for example, prolonged discussion on the respective 

climatic conditions pertaining in the Basque Country and in Britain. While these 

may now seem a trivial or incidental part of the overall negotiating process they 

were an important aspect in the production of knowledge about the refugee 

children. As was argued in the previous chapter, this was a period in which 

climatic conditions were often assumed to play a fundamental role in 

determining national characteristics. It is clearly of some importance therefore, 

that the question of climate received considerable attention in the 

correspondence between the Home Office and the NJC. In fact, fixing the 

similarity of London's weather with that of Bilbao's was part of a wider discourse 

that sought to establish a similitude between the Basque and the British . In this 

instance, 'archetypal' British discussions on the weather were used to measure 

the closeness of the Basque and the British. 

The weather was just one feature of a discourse on Basque national identity 

that helped ensure their entry to Britain. In his correspondence, Roberts also 

began to stress that the 'Basques have a natural sense of affinity with Great 

Britain'.40 This affinity was partly based on long-standing trading links, 

particularly between South Wales and the industrialised North of Spain, and 

also on the increasing number of British visitors to the Basque tourist resort of 

San Sebastian.41 Industrial development and tourism was encouraged by 

Basque authorities through their deliberate cultivation of a particular image of 

the Basques as a moderate, orderly and civilised people, a safe place both to 

holiday and invest. As John Walton has argued, these trading and cultural links 

were important in promoting a consciousness of 'Basque distinctiveness and 

virtue' in Britain.42 It was an image aided by the memory of those Basque 

seamen who had, as Roberts told Home Office officials, supported Britain 
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during the First World War by ferrying iron ore to Britain despite the potentially 

fatal threat posed by German submarines patrolling the Atlantic Ocean.43 A 

history of this affinity between Britain and the Basque country was constructed 

in the press, in public meetings on Spain and, as will become clear in the 

following chapter, in publicity films shown throughout England and Wales. 

An additional theme in the creation of a sense of 'Basque virtue' in Britain was 

the enormous emphasis on the assumed religious beliefs of the Basque nation. 

Indeed, it is difficult to read any documentary material concerning the Basque 

Country in this period without also reading of the pious devotion of the Basque 

people to Catholicism. This was most obviously the case in the Catholic Herald, 

but it is also evident in the Quaker journal The Friend, most regional and 

national newspapers, state archives and all the voluntary associations who 

helped support the children in exile.44 In its mildest form, this identification of the 

refugee children with Catholicism was simply noted, as Roberts did in his 

correspondence with the Home Office, that the 'majority of the children will 

come from Catholic families'. 45 Elsewhere, there was almost a complete 

conflation between the term Catholic and Basque and an insistence that the 

sole reason for the evacuation of the children was to facilitate their observation 

of Catholicism.46 The issue at stake here, establishing the identity of the refugee 

children and their suitability for exile in England, was a crucial one for the 

refugee agencies. As is shown in the following chapter, it was certainly an issue 

they devoted considerable attention to and one that became a primary aim of 

the presentation of the children to the British public. For the moment, however, 

attention now turns to the pressure exerted from Spain for an evacuation of 

children, the actual process of that evacuation and the arrival of the children in 

England. Once again, the analysis that accompanies this narrative focuses on 

how perceptions of national identity created a framework for managing the 

whole evacuation process. 

In her autobiography, the educationist and sometime Labour MP Leah Manning 

recalls how she received in the middle of April 1937, a visit at her London flat 

from a member of the Basque delegation in London, requesting that she fly to 

Spain to organise the evacuation of children to England. Manning was a logical 
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choice of volunteer given her particular interest in Spanish politics and the 

knowledge of the country she gained from her investigation into the brutal 

repression of the 1934 rebellion at Asturias.47 On the outbreak of war, she 

spoke passionately in defence of the Republic and campaigned vigorously as 

the honorary secretary of the Spanish Medical Aid Committee, one of the many 

relief bodies affiliated to the NJC. Clearly committed to the Republican cause, 

Manning immediately accepted the request of the Basque delegation in London 

and flew to Spain to begin preparing a scheme of evacuation on behalf of the 

NJC. Arriving in time to witness the bombing of Guernica from the relative 

safety of Bilbao, Manning inspected 'a scene of utter devastation' on the 

evening of the raid, and immediately resolved to evacuate as many children as 

possible to England.48 In Britain, Roberts pressed for a final decision on the 

evacuation plans he had put before the National Government by capitalising on 

the widespread sympathy in Britain created by the bombing of Guernica. In 

Spain, Manning proceeded as though the operation of the whole scheme was a 

foregone conclusion. 

Working alongside officials from the Assistencia Social, a Basque government 

refugee organisation, Manning began to publicise the proposed scheme. 

Between the end of April and the middle of May 1937 she spoke at trade union 

meetings, was met and interviewed by a whole range of Republican officials 

and was a regular speaker on radio. These public activities were designed to 

prepare and reassure anxious parents about the safety of their children whilst in 

exile. As part of this confidence building campaign, Manning was determined to 

establish 'fair play' and 'fair dealing' in the selection of children for evacuation. 

She willingly complied, therefore, when the British government stipulated that 

evacuated children should come from a range of political backgrounds and 

recruited children on the basis of their parents' political affiliation, and in 

proportion to electoral representation in the Basque government. Such a 

method was obviously designed to protect the British government from charges 

of favouritism, bias or even intervention in the Spanish Civil War and, according 

to Sir Henry Chilton - British ambassador in San Sebastian -to 'ensure 

impartiality in the selection of refugees'.49 Such impartiality was in reality, 

however, a thinly disguised attempt to keep children from left-wing families out 
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of Britain. What worried Chilton was a repeat of the scene that accompanied 

the arrival of Basque children in Mexico 'who landed with clenched fists ... 

singing the internationale'.50 In an important House of Lords debate on the 

evacuation party immediately following the arrival of the children, the Marquess 

of Dufferin and Ava both articulated and ridiculed these concerns in the House 

of Lords when he referred to those, 

who have raised a question of the danger of revolutionary doctrine being 
inculcated by these four thousand non-English speaking children, and to 
express the opinion of His Majesty's Government that at any rate for the 
moment these children are unlikely to influence the electoral result in the 
next five years. 51 

Despite the obvious irony in the statement, Manning found herself devoting 

considerable time to pacifying domestic fears about the evacuation party. As 

well as ensuring the operation of British 'fair play', Manning was obliged to 

address fears about the health of the children by arranging for the medical 

inspection of every child intending to sail for England. Given the continued 

bombing of Bilbao during May, and given that four thousand children were to be 

evacuated, this was a Herculean task. Two members of the Spanish Medical 

Aid Committee, the paediatric doctors Richard Ellis and Audrey Russell , flew 

out to conduct the examinations and worked almost around the clock in order to 

complete their work. 52 Despite the shortages of food in Bilbao, Ellis reported 

that the group as a whole was 'still an essentially healthy one' troubled only by 

'loss of weight and moderate malnutrition'.53 In terms of establishing the identity 

of the children it is also interesting to note Ellis' detailed description of the 

children: 

The group is not strictly speaking, exclusively Basque in origin, though 
the majority are of an obviously different physical type from the Southern 
Spaniard . Many have light brown or even red hair, and very few could be 
described as swarthy. Their facial colouring would usually pass for that 
of a sunburnt child. 54 

Once again the unmistakable theme is that of the distinct identity of the Basque 

child, easily distinguished from the Southern Spaniard. If this was designed to 

reassure government officials about the whole scheme, it was not entirely 
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convincing. A number of further obstacles were placed in front of Manning and 

the National Joint Committee for Spanish Relief, regarding finance and the 

structure and overall number of the proposed party.55 Manning, increasingly 

anxious for the safety of the children left in Bilbao, sent a number of heartfelt 

telegrams to leading public figures including one to Prime Minister Baldwin 

begging him in the 'name of civilisation and humanity' to authorise the 

scheme. 56 Ultimately, given the genuine indignation of public opinion in Britain 

and the generous public response to the NJC appeals, the government found 

itself with little room for manoeuvre. On the 18 May a telegram from the Foreign 

Office to the British Consul in Bilbao consented to an evacuation of up to four 

thousand refugee children between the ages of five and fifteen with a 

proportionate number of adult attendants and priests. 57 Three days later, 3,826 

children, 95 teachers, 120 helpers and 15 priests squeezed into the liner 

Habana and set sail for England.56 Waiting to receive them was the newly 

formed Basque Children's Committee. 

Thus far it has been argued that a specific concept of the nation as a 

psychological and pathological formation with a recognisable identity, formed 

the conceptual framework against which negotiations for the evacuation of 

children from Spain took place. It has also been demonstrated that this concept 

of the nation , as understood by various state ministries, imposed conditions on 

the evacuation process within which the voluntary agencies were obliged to 

work. Yet, this should not bB taken to imply that it is the state alone that 

delineates the contours of national identity. On the contrary, while it is the state 

that, in the words of Robert Miles, 'polices the borders' of national identity, it is 

other groups in society who are what might be termed the artisans of that 

identity.59 Different, classes, professions, regions, and religious denominations 

are just some of the social groupings that articulate and give form to 

conceptions of national identity in their everyday activities and interactions. In 

the following section, it is middle-class notions of national identity -themselves 

multiple, competing and contradictory -that were apparent in the Basque 

Children's Committee that are briefly examined. 

The Basque Children's Committee was instituted in mid-May 1937 with a remit 
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to prepare for the arrival of the refugee children from Spain. It was to raise 

funds, organise accommodation, provide health care, and oversee the 

education and religious instruction of the children. It had, in short, much to do. 

As a consequence, the Committee was designed to appeal to the widest 

possible constituency and was therefore made up of representatives from the 

Roman Catholic Church, the Society of Friends, the Trades Union Congress 

along with the Labour, Liberal and Conservative Parties. At this central fund

raising and organisational level, the BCC was overwhelmingly, and typically for 

refugee agencies in this period, staffed by members of either the middle or 

upper class. The Duchess of Atholl took the chair, Eleanor Rathbone 

(Independent MP) and Vincent Tewson served as her deputies, Viscount Cecil 

of Chelwood was treasurer. Representatives of the three main political parties -

Wilfred Roberts (Liberal), Captain James MacNamara (Conservative) and David 

Grenfell (Labour) -were joint secretaries. Also in close contact with the 

Committee were Canon George Craven (Roman Catholic Church) and 

Commissioner Bartlett (Salvation Army). Though there is a danger in imputing 

to these individuals, and the constituencies of support they represented, a unity 

that they themselves would not have recognised, all were united in seeing their 

work for the BCC as being underpinned by a sense of patriotism. 

In their organisation of both financial and pastoral support for the refugee 

children, the BCC had a role to play in the construction of English national 

identity in the 1930s. As was demonstrated in the previous chapter, national 

identity is relational and dependent on the identification of an 'alien Other' 

whose alleged difference simultaneously helps constitute national character. So 

it was in the 1930s when the alleged political ferocity and violence of the 

Spanish gave the English the opportunity to both espouse and practise the 

kindliness and sympathy for the underdog that, for Stanley Baldwin at least, 

were uniquely English characteristics. This becomes clear from an examination 

of publicity material produced by the BCC and the press reports of their 

activities. In such material England is pictured - literally in the case of films 

produced to support the young refugees - as a sea of tranquillity and a font of 

generous humanitarianism, a place of healing and repose. 'England has done 

them good', newsreels audiences of Save Spanish Children were told, because 
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the 'English people had learnt to love them'. This English tranquillity became a 

familiar trope in both the descriptions of, and support for, BCC policy. The 

following extract from a letter to The Times describing the Basque Children's 

Camp at North Stoneham by a local Rector is emblematic: 

Amid typical English scenery they can work and play in perfect safety 
regardless of creeds or politics ... 
I confess I feel proud as an Englishman as I walk through the camp and 
try to realise what would have been the case of these children had we 
not offered them a place of sanctuary.60 

The arrival and reception of the refugee children illustrated, in other words, the 

temperance, moderation and stability of the English nation. Or, to put it another 

way, the children created a discursive space for the elucidation of the alleged 

moral qualities of the English. 

Christianity, in one or another of its denominational forms, was an important 

component of this English national identity in the 1930s. Englishness, as was 

illustrated in the previous chapter, was persistently linked with Christianity, the 

latter being widely seen as the conduit through which national values were 

spread and the two concepts sometimes being entirely conflated. 61 It follows, 

therefore, that refugee aid provided by Christian bodies at least had the 

potential to convey certain national - as well as Christian - values to young 

exiles. What is being suggested, following Farah Mendelshon, is that refugee 

aid, whether dispensed in Britain or abroad, was often accompanied by an 

'insouciant acceptance of British competence and superiority'.62 lt.seems likely 

that this underlying sense of superiority would have been particularly marked 

when dealing with those 'Southern European races' that George Orwell had 

been taught to despise in school.63 Indeed, it is hard to avoid reading into those 

ecclesiastical campaigns that looked to safeguard the moral and religious 

upbringing, a certain sense of cultural imperialism that taught the children that 

British- and Christian- was best.64 

To summarise the discussion so far is to point to the role of the state in defining 

the body politic and policing its borders against potential political, social and 
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medical threats. Drawing on what the Home Secretary John Simon called the 

'technical experience' or knowledge from a range of both government and 

voluntary agencies, the Home Office made judgements on the dangers posed 

by the arrival of the children in England.65 In making these judgements the 

Home Office necessarily constructed identities both for the English and for the 

Spanish refugee children. In ascribing the children with certain national qualities 

that were deemed to be, in a kind of taxonomy of nationality, more or less like 

the English , the English themselves are identified, elucidated and defined. Yet 

this process of construction - of naming and labelling the children and the 

nation -was not just a matter of elite politics but one that was directly affected 

by the attempts of the refugee agencies to gain the support of public and 

government. As will become clear in the following chapter, it was not just a 

matter of semantics that the children were labelled as Basque rather than 

Spanish but a crucial intervention by the National Joint Committee for Spanish 

Relief designed to promote a sympathetic response from wider British public. 

For the moment, however, attention turns to the children in Britain from Nazi 

Germany in 1938 and 1939. 

II. Philanthropy, Identity and Jewishness in Britain 

As with the negotiations for the entry of Spanish children to Britain, discussions 

surrounding the entry of refugee children from Nazi Europe reveal the central 

role played by the state in both defining the children and assessing their 

suitability for exile in Britain. In the previous section, it was advice from the 

medical complex that played an important part in these judgements. In what 

follows, it is a set of economic and social judgements - emanating from the 

Ministry of Labour, the Home Office and the Political and Economic Planning 

Unit- that contribute to the decision to admit the children. What becomes clear 

in this analysis is that it is the state, drawing on the reified knowledge of experts 

in social, economic, political and medical planning, that fundamentally shapes 

national identity. Armed with expert knowledge provided by diverse government 

departments, the state employs concepts of 'productive' or 'absorptive' capacity, 

'naturalisation' or 'the good citizen' as mechanisms for defining the borders of 

national identity, identifying those who may enter and settle peacefully, from 

91 



those who are somehow 'beyond the Pale'. 

The 'night of the broken glass' on November 10 1938 was a defining moment in 

the escalation of the Nazi anti-Semitism in Europe. The widespread and brutal 

reprisals that followed the murder of Ernst vom Rath, a Nazi diplomat in Paris, 

by Jewish activist Hersch! Grynspan, convinced most Central European Jews 

that any hope of a dignified and prosperous future lay outside those nations 

occupied by the Nazis.66 Despite the manifold obstacles imposed by the Nazi 

government on potential emigrants, some 112,000 Jews fled Germany alone 

between November 1938 and the outbreak of the Second World War.67 In 

Britain there was widespread revulsion and condemnation at this most blatant 

outbreak of violence. 58 In an address to the general public broadcast on the 

BBC, Stanley Baldwin spoke as an 'ordinary Englishman' who was 'shocked 

and distressed by the plight of these despised and rejected people and their 

innocent children'.69 Employing his vision of Christian England Baldwin 

launched his campaign for the victims of Nazi persecution by telling his listeners 

that 'the honour of our country is challenged, our Christian charity is challenged, 

and it is up to us to meet that challenge'. A full version of Baldwin's speech 

appeared in The Times the following day along with a letter from the Lord 

Mayor of London, Sir Frank Barlow, who pursued a similar theme when, in 

appealing for support for the Baldwin appeal, he reminded readers that: 

The people of this country have long since established a high tradition of 
eagerness to come to the help of those anywhere in the world that are 
forced by intolerable conditions to abandon their homes and seek 
elsewhere the opportunity to rebuild their lives.70 

This concern for the victims of Kristallnacht manifested itself in a nation-wide 

movement to evacuate children that one volunteer described as 'a sort of 

electric current, every little town, every little village in England said, "we must 

save the children" '.71 It was, however, specifically children that were the subject 

of this reaction and it is worth reflecting for a moment on the circumstances that 

forced parents across Central Europe to send their children into exile alone. 

There was a widely held assumption amongst government ministers and 
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Jewish communal leaders in the 1930s that young people, and especially 

children below the age of 14, were particularly good candidates for emigration. 

Home Secretary Hoare announced in the House of Commons in a debate on 

refugee policy, for example, that 'a very large number' of both 'Jewish and non

Aryan children' could be found temporary 'homes in this country' 'without any 

harm to our population'.72 This was in part a reflection of that construction of 

childhood, crystallised in the years before the First World War, in which 

childhood was seen as a time of innocence while physical, mental and 

emotional development towards adulthood took place.73 Importantly, such a 

construction of childhood assumed, more or less explicitly, that the identity of 

the child was not fixed until adulthood had been reached and that, 

consequently, the child was malleable and responsive to educational and 

medical intervention.74 It was noted in the previous chapter how this provided 

the basic epistemological justification for the educational reconstruction of 

citizenship in the inter-war years. The same knowledge also partly helps to 

explain the relative liberality of policy towards refugee children in Britain in this 

period . 

After Kristallnacht Neville Chamberlain's National Government was faced with 

increasing public pressure to take some action that might relieve the sufferings 

of Jews living under the Nazi regime. On the 14 November 1938 Chamberlain 

received a deputation of Jewish communal leaders at the House of Commons. 

Amongst those present at the meeting were the Chief Rabbi , Dr. Joseph Hertz, 

the incumbent President of the Board of Deputies, Neville Laski, the banker 

Lionel de Rothschild, the Zionist leader Chaim Weizmann and the long-time 

Liberal politician (Lord) Herbert Samuel. During their discussions Samuel, whilst 

stating that Britain's doors could not be 'widely thrown open' to European Jews, 

suggested that the government could facilitate the evacuation of young people, 

both Jewish and Christian, under the age of 17 to Britain. The proposed 

evacuation would be temporary and the children educated and trained with a 

view to eventual re-emigration. Chamberlain was initially unenthusiastic, not to 

say hostile to the plan, but at a subsequent cabinet meeting a rather more 

sympathetic response emerged from the Cabinet. In particular, the Foreign 

Secretary Lord Halifax saw an opportunity to deflect American criticism at a 
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policy of appeasement by taking a lead in mitigating the resultant refugee 

problem. Turning to more practical matters, the Cabinet also discussed the 

immigration 'capacity' of various dominion countries and also considered any 

economic implications that might result from the emigration of these young 

people. Seven days later, Home Secretary Samuel Hoare announced the 

government's backing of the proposed scheme in the House of Commons. 

Existing histories of the evacuation of children from Nazi Europe explain the 

decision to admit child refugees to Britain in terms of a rise in humanitarian 

sentiment, either originating in government or forced on them by a horrified 

public opinion.75 Notwithstanding what Baumel has identified as an underlying 

political motive, the hope that the action would stimulate similar action in the 

United States, Sherman maintains that the admittance of the children is 

evidence of Britain's 'comparatively compassionate, even generous' response 

to the European refugee crisis.76 This position has, however, been rightly 

criticised for failing, in the words of Kenneth Lunn, to recognise the 'social, 

cultural and political forces' that shaped refugee policy. 77 Yet even Louise 

London's critical reading of refugee policy and Tony Kushner's sophisticated 

survey of contemporary attitudes towards Jews both view the admittance of the 

children as a liberalisation in policy prompted by an unproblematic and 

ahistorical'humanitarianism'.78 While both authors recognise the limitations of 

this change in policy, the category of humanitarianism receives no analysis. 

Implicitly at least, it seems that those social, cultural and political forces that are 

held to shape wider refugee policy, do not operate in the 'special' case of 

children. It is, however, instructive to set the admittance of these refugee 

children more securely in the culture of 1930s Britain. 

To begin, it should be admitted that it would be churlish to deny that the 

genuine and widespread horror at the events of Kristallnacht did not play an 

important role in the government's decision to let the Children's Transports go 

ahead. As in the case of the Spanish children, public revulsion was an 

important negotiating card for the refugee agencies when faced with 

government intransigence or uncertainty. Equally, however, the idea that the 

government simply allowed the children to enter solely on the basis of an 
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unfettered humanitarianism is too simplistic. It is worth repeating the rather 

elementary point that, in public at least, the period of exile for these young 

refugees was to be strictly limited until re-emigration elsewhere could be 

secured. In public discourse, the scheme was always presented as a temporary 

solution to an emergency situation. What tempered this humanitarianism was 

both the English view of themselves as a homogeneous, organic nation and a 

widely shared picture of Jews as outsiders who were, in turns, 'unlikeable', 

'unattractive' and 'dangerous'. 79 The fact of being children, while mitigating 

these considerations did not obliterate the perceived government responsibility 

to protect the nation and preserve national identity. 

In public discourse, the temporality of the evacuation scheme was based on the 

historic fantasy that Britain 'was not a country of immigration'.80 'Economic and 

demographic reasons' were said to foreclose the possibility of refugee 

settlement in Britain, though arguably more powerful was the idea that Jews 

were unable or unwilling to assimilate to English society.81 This helps account 

for the requests, evident in newspapers and the House of Commons that the 

children would be closely monitored and that arrangement made for their 

deportation - even before they had arrived - at a fixed age.82 Even though, 

publicly at least, the children were to be scrutinised and ultimately deported, 

their arrival was none the less accompanied by numerous statements seeking 

confirmation of their actual or potential good character and loyal citizenship.83 

Occasionally, such requests reached the point where it was demanded that 

children who were 'part-Jews' should be given priority over 'whole-Jews', since 

the former exhibited a 'lesser degree of distinctiveness' and so were more 

easily absorbed than the latter.84 Against the perceived dangers posed by 'alien' 

Jewish children settling in Britain, there is here a vision of national identity as 

homogenous, cohesive and identifiable. The frame of reference is the 

Christianity of Englishness and the violation incurred by the continued arrival of 

these young Jews. These anxieties on the future of national identity are less 

obliquely seen in the context of the invasion crises of the spring of 1940. In a 

confidential letter to the Prime Minister, a group of MP's expressed their opinion 

that: 
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the influx of the last few years is going to result in a permanent increase 
of our already over-large Jewish population. Most of us feel that we 
would rather hand down to Posterity a slowly diminishing number of 
people of British stock rather than provide new material for increasing 
the stock of Jewish or Jew-British population. 55 

The imagined homogeneity of the nation that led to these demands for stricter 

immigration controls were always accompanied by those whose vision of the 

nation was secular, universal and rather more welcoming. These more open 

constructions of English national identity were consistently invoked by MP's 

such as Eleanor Rathbone and Josiah Wedgwood.86 These political debates on 

refugee policy with regard to Nazi Germany have been extensively written 

about elsewhere so just two points will be highlighted here.87 First, for those 

hoping to secure the entry of as many Jewish refugees as possible there was a 

constant emphasis on the honesty and loyalty of the would-be refugees. Their 

aim was to create, in the minds of the public, figures deserving of sympathy 

rather than ones who, according to popular prejudice, should be treated with 

suspicion and antipathy. A second, and related point is that refugee work gave 

the opportunity for the articulation of English national character; sympathy, 

humanity and a proud tradition of championing the cause of the oppressed. 

According to the Labour MP David Grenfell, for example, it was the sentiments 

of 'humanity' and 'civilisation' which 'come to the surface of our national life on 

great occasions' that would help rescue Jewish children from Europe.88 The 

point, once again, is that national identity was the framework against which all 

debates on refugee policy took place, the cognitive frame of reference in which 

all arguments were operated and settled. The final judgements on these 

disputes were left in the hands of the state whose knowledge of the nation 

surpassed all others. 

Ironically, there is evidence to suggest that the decision to admit the Jewish 

children to Britain was taken at least partly in an attempt to manipulate long

term demographic trends that, as was shown in the previous chapter, were a 

source of much political concern in the inter-war period. It was well documented 

in the 1930s that the British population was declining both in numbers and in 

quality and that such decline would have a number of far-reaching implications 
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on future economic prosperity and maintenance of Empire.89 It would be 

surprising, therefore, if the prospect of large numbers of refugee children 

arriving in Britain were not seen or understood in association with concerns 

about the declining population. Yet documentary evidence to support this 

association has, judging from its absence in other studies, been difficult to 

locate.90 As has already been argued , such studies cite humanitarianism or 

political calculations as the reason for admitting the children. This is not to say, 

however, that such evidence does not exist at all. 

In a paper written in January 1939 Max Nicholson, the General Secretary of the 

research organisation Political and Economic Planning, set out An Approach to 

the Refugee Problem.91 Unfettered by political considerations, Nicholson was 

able to range over the issues that were deemed pertinent to the debate, whilst 

also highlighting those aspects of the refugee situation that should shape future 

government policy. The result is a detailed and unusually frank survey of 

refugee policy with three specific points that warrant further discussion. 

First, there is confirmation of the malleable view of childhood that made children 

under 17 years particularly suitable for asylum in Britain. In his discussion of the 

size of the refugee problem, those over 45 years of age were, as a rule of 

thumb, to be excluded because it was: 

... an age above which it is generally agreed that only the most 
exceptional emigrant can start a new life in a different country. Those 
who may be considered potential emigrants for the purpose of 
collectively assisted schemes are the 70,000 children under 14, the 
15,000 boys and girls between 14 and 17, and the 165,000 persons 
between 17 and 45.92 

Second, having cautioned against the rhetoric of 'moral superiority and 

guiltlessness' in regard to the refugee problem, Nicholson argues that unless 

'practicable steps' are taken to 'administer refugee movements', nation-states 

will inevitably face problems associated with 'floods of refugees'. 93 His 

proposals for action rule out a return home and argues that because the types 

of antagonism which produce refugee problems - 'intolerant nationalisms and 

race dogmas' that 'are latent even in the most liberal countries', an 'excessive 
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and unplanned influx' might lead to unacceptable and 'social and economic 

friction'. Nicholson, it might be noted, clearly regarded these 'latent' and 

'subconscious fears' as deplorable but universal, a self-evident fact and an 

integral component of national identity that had to be taken seriously. The 

issue, therefore, was one of selection of refugees and focusing efforts on 

ensuring that those allowed to enter Britain were suitable. The criteria for 

suitability, whilst not discussed at length, emphasised the Jewishness of the 

potential refugees and, by way of contrast, highlighted the Gentile communities 

in which they hoped to settle. The dichotomy that is implicit in this formulation, 

the Judaism of the refugees against Christianity of Britain, made potential 

emigration 'exceedingly hazardous' and therefore something to be closely 

monitored and managed. 

Third, the management of emigration was to take place against the reality of 

Britain's ageing population and future labour shortages. Gaps in the labour 

force might be filled, argues Nicholson, by 'selected juvenile immigration'. An 

army of actual or potential 'domestic workers, nurses, agricultural workers might 

well be, and to some extent are being, encouraged to stay'. Yet, while those 

children who could absorbed into the working population in this way should be 

brought over to temporary quarters as soon as possible, it would be better, 

suggests Nicholson, to disguise the fact that the UK 'will in fact be ... points of 

eventual settlement for numbers of refugees'. Public opinion, he continues, 'will 

prefer to regard them as corridors through which the refugees are passed to 

other parts, the more attention and publicity is given to the corridor function the 

less opposition there will be to a considerable amount of permanent settlement 

in these countries'. There was, in other words, a recognition from the very early 

stages of the Kindertransport that settlement was likely to be permanent for 

thousands of children evacuated from Nazi Europe. The children were seen, in 

short, as part of the answer to a declining l~bour force. 

Taken together, these three points demonstrate that the recruitment of children 

was not an exception to the overall refugee policy but an integral part of it. 

Children were part of, not separate from, a policy that linked the arrival of 

refugees both to notions of national identity and the labour needs of a capitalist 
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economy. In other words, those children who were deemed 'suitable' would be 

accepted as refugees in Britain and prepared for employment in a small number 

of designated industries - a racist policy of labour recruitment repeated in the 

post-war years.94 It is surely significant, in this context, to note the attitude of the 

British government towards international efforts that aimed to formalise the 

responsibility of receiving governments to incoming refugees. In particular, the 

amendments introduced to the League of Nations Convention Concerning the 

Refugees from Germany at an inter-governmental conference in February 1938 

suggest that government policy already had the introduction of a new labour 

force as an aim.95 E.N. Cooper the refugee expert at the Home Office's Aliens 

Department represented Britain at the conference and insisted on two 

amendments. Firstly, that those refugees removed under 'public order' offences 

could include 'matters relating to crime and morals', indicating that the Home 

Office was free to pontificate on the requisite morality of refugees. 96 Secondly, 

and more importantly, however, is Cooper's refusal to accept article fourteen, 

which laid out that refugees were entitled to enjoy educational facilities 

comparable to that enjoyed by other foreigners. Cooper rejected the section 

that referred to the remission of educational fees and eligibility of refugees for 

scholarships because of the 'special position of schools and universities in the 

UK'.97 This rather vague objection can be more meaningfully understood as a 

rejection of any proposals that would limit the government's ability to direct the 

children to specific industries and occupations. Indeed, as Sherman notes, the 

government eventually appP.nded an article that the Convention would not 

apply to persons arriving in the UK for a temporary period.98 Since this was, 

publicly at least, the huge majority of the refugees the government retained, 

under international law, the freedom to select, reject and direct children exactly 

as they wished. It was a freedom they defended at the major inter

governmental conference on refugees at Evain in July 1938.99 

The decision to admit refugee children from Central Europe was then, at least 

in part, a programme of labour recruitment by stealth. This fact alone suggests 

that the role of the state in admitting the refugee children was not, as it appears 

in so many Whig histories, to hold the ring and balance liberal tendencies 

against the fear of domestic anti-Semitism and the practical problems of 
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statesmanship.100 Insofar as it balanced any responsibilities, the state was 

concerned to fulfil what might accurately be regarded as its two historic 

functions; the promotion of capitalism within the national borders that the state 

itself was crucial in identifying and policing. In both securing a labour force that 

was of sufficient size and of 'suitable' character, the government aimed to 

ensure the continued survival of an existing social and economic order. 

Judgements on the 'suitability' of potential emigrants depended on an 

assessment of how closely they shared certain reified national characteristics 

and how quickly they might learn or adopt them. While Jews were, according to 

contemporary popular thought, notoriously distinctive and clannish, this fact 

might, for the government, be balanced against the arrival of relatively 

malleable children who were, moreover, outside of a family unit that usually 

sustained cultural traditions. Indeed, that some process of assimilation would 

need to take place was a universal assumption and helps explain both why the 

government chose to present the scheme as temporary and retained the right 

to direct and control the refugees once in Britain. The fact that the children, by 

their very presence, violated national identity and diluted the national stock was 

seen to justify the organisation of evacuation on bogus grounds. In theory at 

least, it gave time for the hazy process of assimilation, designed to produce the 

elusive 'good citizen' and allegiance to imagined national identity, to take place. 

This process was, moreover, undertaken as a joint project between the state 

and prominent members of the Anglo-Jewish identity. 

As has already been suggested, it is too simplistic to view the making of 

national identity as exclusively a project of the governing elite. Rather, national 

identity depends on its artisans to elucidate its qualities, respect its etiquette 

and enforce its conventions. Given the fluid and contested nature of national 

identity, however, what these qualities are and how they may be enforced is 

itself a matter of controversy. Nowhere is this clearer than in the controversy 

that beset Anglo-Jewry over the evacuation, care and education of refugee 

children from Nazi Europe. The underlying theme of all these controversies, on 

religious study and worship, on housing and education, was the appropriate 

behaviour for Jewish children in exile. Remembering that the study of ethnic 

minorities inevitably leads to considerations of national identity, these debates 
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can be read for that construction of Englishness that mediated the experiences 

of the refugee children in England. 101 The origins of these debates are to be 

found in long-term demographic and political change in Anglo-Jewry and it is to 

these changes that attention now turns. 

The evacuation of children from Central Europe was, for the most part, 

organised and financed by an Anglo-Jewish community with a long tradition of 

philanthropic work on behalf of co-religionists both at home and abroad. 102 

Efforts to evacuate and support refugee children from Nazi Europe obviously 

form part of this tradition but, in terms of the provision of this care, they also 

mark a break with it. That is to say that the provision of care to refugee children 

needs to be understood in the light of a fluid Anglo-Jewish political scene where 

the supremacy of an old communal elite was seriously challenged by an 

expanding and increasingly assertive Zionist movement. An integral part of this 

challenge was a changing, if sometimes opaque and confused, vision of Anglo

Jewish identity whose relationship with Englishness was in the process of being 

reconfigured. If the experiences of the refugee children are to be understood, 

and the centrality of national identity to those experiences appreciated, then 

these political trends must be examined. 

The leadership of Anglo-Jewry was, at least until the 1920s and arguably 

beyond, in the hands of a small number of extremely wealthy families whose 

date of arrival in Britain, whilst variable, was certainly well before the mass 

immigration of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This 

cousin hood consisted of family names such as Rothschild, Montefiore, Montagu 

and Waley Cohen that dominate the offices of the Anglo-Jewish community, 

most notably in the form Board of Deputies of British Jews, but also the Anglo

Jewish Association and perhaps less importantly, the United Synagogue. Their 

domination of these posts is indicative both of their wealth and the status that 

accompanied it. Yet it was not simply the fact of being wealthy that afforded 

these families communal respect but rather their, by any standards generous, 

sponsoring of philanthropic aid work. This philanthropy expanded rapidly in the 

latter part of the nineteenth century to encompass Jewish schools and youth 

groups, health organisations, working men's clubs and, the most obviously 
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philanthropic title of all, the Jewish Ladies Visiting Association. Until recently, 

the dominant school of Anglo-Jewish historiography saw these charitable 

projects as acts of pure benevolence, crucial interventions by a liberal elite that 

have helped ensure the smooth integration of Jews into British society. 103 Bill 

Williams' pioneering research has questioned the relevance of this Whig 

interpretation, however, and argued that the expansion of Jewish philanthropy 

in the late nineteenth century is more an expression of class interests that 

mediated contact between working-class immigrant newcomers and an 

established middle and upper class Jewry.104 

In an important article entitled the Anti-Semitism of Tolerance (1986), Bill 

Williams argued that the growth of social, welfare and educational institutions 

funded by the Anglo-Jewish elite was an attempt to impose an unwritten 

emancipation contract on immigrant Jews arriving from Eastern Europe. The 

essence of the contract was that the Jews had been granted political 

emancipation and civic and religious equality because of the British consensus 

behind the liberal doctrines of tolerance and liberty. Attempts to convert Jews to 

Christianity were abandoned in favour of including Jews in a liberally inspired 

British community of faiths. In return, so the argument went, Jews were 

expected to display their loyalty to British society by adopting English values 

and manners, by emerging from their social and cultural clannishness and by 

proving themselves as worthy citizens and good patriots. 105 The Anglo-Jewish 

elite, committed to this liberal emancipation contract as the foundation of their 

own success, financed a range of philanthropic activity that imposed 

programmes of Anglicisation on the new immigrants while simultaneously 

eroding, if not altogether destroying, a distinctive Eastern Jewish culture. While 

the details of Williams' interpretation have been the subject of some debate, it 

has been difficult to disprove the general idea that an Anglo-Jewish elite was 

able to impose a large degree of commitment to the emancipation contract 

amongst the immigrant community. 106 One of the key agencies for doing so was 

a system of education that promoted the acculturation of both immigrant and 

second-generation immigrant children to a particularly liberalised version of 

Orthodox Judaism.107 
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Accordingly, Jewish schools provided what Rosalyn Livshin describes as 

'enlightened' instruction in 'Jewish beliefs', with language classes in Modern 

Hebrew that conformed to the Anglicised Judaism that the elite was attempting 

to impose. 108 In other words, an established Anglo-Jewish elite saw their own 

particular version of Orthodox Judaism, meaning regular attendance at 

synagogue and respect for traditional observances at home, as an essential 

ingredient in the preparation of good British citizens. 109 In addition, children 

were anglicised through a whole range of measures in school, perhaps the 

most important of which was the insistence on spoken English, accompanied by 

the prohibition of Yiddish, even to the point of changing the names of children. 

The schools curriculum instructed children in English literature, history and 

geography while the special events of the educational year were the familiar 

national days that celebrated the Empire, the Armistice, and May Day. Finally, 

Anglicisation was also effected in the everyday rules, routines and atmosphere 

of the school day, in the code of manners that governed all interaction between 

pupils and teachers and, generally, in what Betty Eggermont has called the 

'choreography of schooling'. 110 

Despite the relative financial strengths of the immigrant and established 

communities, however, it is unrealistic to expect any educational programme of 

acculturation to be entirely successful. Even when the elite used their financial 

leverage to quite obviously impose policies of Anglicisation on immigrant 

communities, those communities proved remarkably adroit at maintaining 

independence and constructing their own identity in the country of settlement. 

David Feldman's study of Jews in London between 1880 and 1914 shows, for 

example, how the essentially immigrant Talmud Torah schools helped 

reproduce East European Jewish culture. 111 Such schools were just one of the 

ways in which the East European immigrant community contested the old elite's 

control of the philanthropic agencies that had been an important source of their 

communal authority. 

David Cesarani has argued that the inter-war period witnessed a range of 

social, political and economic factors that served to challenge the dominance of 

the old Anglo-Jewish elite and consequently their control of the major 
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philanthropic agencies of the community. 112 Socially, families of the old elite lost 

a disproportionate number of husbands and sons, and potential communal 

leaders, during the First World War. Economically, the same families suffered 

under recurrent bouts of inflation and the high taxation levels of the post-war 

era, and their communal authority was undoubtedly diminished by the 

consequent reduction in financial support for various philanthropic activities 

(including various educational campaigns). Politically, and most importantly, the 

old political and social elite was also challenged by the emergence of an active, 

and ultimately influential, Zionist movement in Britain who championed the 

cause of Jewish nationalism. Their open declaration of Jewish nationalism in 

Britain ultimately challenged the relevance of the liberal emancipation contract 

that, as has been shown here, formed the ideological basis for Anglo-Jewry's 

communal leadership down to the inter-war period. 

In turn, the leadership credentials of the old Anglo-Jewish elite, and their 

conception of a Jewish identity in Britain, came under persistent attack until the 

main lay institution of the community, the Board of Deputies of British Jews, 

passed to Zionist control during 1938.113 Yet the victory was by no means 

complete and nor, indeed, were the implications of the victory clear. Instead, 

the decade in which the refugee children arrived in England was a decade of 

communal faction fighting in which an increasingly influential, but loosely 

defined, Orthodox/Zionist group fought for control over the philanthropic 

agencies that had, for so long, been the preserve of the established Anglo

Jewish elite. 114 In doing so, they strove to establish a new Jewish identity in 

England, as sometimes adherents of a formal Jewish Orthodoxy or as Jewish 

nationalists who were, nonetheless, loyal to the British State. Gideon Shimoni 

characterises the Zionist position as making a clear distinction between formal 

Jewish citizenship of the British State and 'an ethnological and cultural 

conception of nationality', that for Jews meant allegiance to, and support for, a 

Jewish state. 115 This conception of Jewish identity was clearly rather more 

assertive and confident than that of the old Jewish elite and anticipated the kind 

of ethnic pluralism that was only fully articulated in the 1 960s and 1 970s. Yet, it 

should also be noted that in stressing their British citizenship - their formal 

political attachment to the British state - the Zionists too took on some 
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responsibility for ensuring that the evacuation of refugee children to Britain was 

a smooth and successful operation. As will become clear in chapter five, this 

left enough common ground for both Zionists and non- or anti-Zionists to agree, 

in principle, for some kind of process of adaptation or assimilation. This 

common ground is explored in more detail in chapter five. For the moment, 

however, it is the identity of those key individuals and groups that oversaw their 

exile that is of interest. 

Generally speaking, it is hard to dispute Cesarani's contention that the ability of 

the small and long established upper-middle class elite to fund extensive 

charitable work was in question by the 1920s. Their decline can, however, be 

somewhat overstated, especially in regard to refugee aid work. In every aspect 

of this particular philanthropic field- immigration, housing, education and 

welfare - the old elite retained an important degree of control over the provision 

of refugee aid. In terms of their specific involvement in rescuing refugee 

children three points should be considered. 

First, as Amy Zahl Gottlieb's recent study describes, the mechanisms put in 

place to evacuate children originated in the Council for German Jewry, a 

refugee aid agency founded in 1933 whose offices were dominated by the 

'cousinhood'. 116 It was representatives of these assimilated and wealthy 

patrician families who first approached Prime Minister Chamberlain with a 

scheme to evacuate children to Britain. Importantly, it was also this assimilated 

Anglo-Jewish elite who subsequently recruited volunteer workers to shape 

policy, maintain contacts in Europe, secure evacuation, arrange housing and 

generally devise and implement every aspect of the whole scheme. 117 Zahl 

Gottlieb sees this almost exclusive control of the whole process, the 

conspicuous lack of communal consultation, as no more than an oversight by 

people in a desperate hurry to evacuate chi_ldren. 'Members of the cousinhood', 

she contends, 'had long been used to dominating the boards and executive 

committees of communal institutions' so that, 'it probably did not occur to them 

that wider involvement would encourage greater community participation in the 

plan of rescue'. 118 While their haste is not to be disputed, the reason for this lack 

of consultation is surely to be at least partly found in the wider context of Anglo-
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Jewish politics. 

The reluctance of what became the Refugee Children's Movement to consult 

with the whole spectrum of Anglo-Jewry was largely due to its origins as an 

agency founded by the old elite. Any such consultation, it was widely 

recognised, would inevitably encounter the thorny issue of assimilation over 

which dispute was certain. Better, it was thought, to control the whole process 

of evacuation as far as possible, deflect criticism when necessary and impose 

the assimilated Anglo-Jewish identity of the old elite. In adopting such a 

strategy the old elite retained control of a number of key positions, a fact that 

anticipates the second point for consideration. 

A number of key individuals who represented the old elite, and who had many 

years of previous experience as philanthropists in the Jewish community, filled 

important policy-making and administrative positions that enabled them to 

decisively shape policy. Two examples will serve to illustrate the point here, 

which is explored in greater detail in chapter five when the experiences of the 

children are examined in detail. Arguably, the most prominent individual in 

refugee aid work was Otto Schiff, the German born banker who, after his 

emigration to Britain, had quickly become an important member of the 

philanthropic communal elite. It was Schiff who founded the Jewish Refugees 

Committee (later known as the German Jewish Aid Committee) in 1933, who 

conducted personal negotiations with the Home Office and who was a key 

influence on immigration policy during the decade before the war. As the head 

of the JRC, Schiff personally facilitated the emigration to Britain of between 800 

and 900 young people below the age of 18. It was Schiff who established a 

working relationship with the central Jewish Organisation in Berlin, the 

Reichsvertretung Der Juden in Deutschland, corresponding with them to 

arrange the necessary legal documentation and, importantly, to ensure the 

suitability of potential emigrants to Britain. In wartime Schiff also chaired the 

Provincial Department of the Central Office for Refugees, a key administrative 

role that linked voluntary aid in the regions to policy-making bodies, and indeed 

the government, in London. Indeed, Alderman sees Schiff as of 'pivotal 

importance to the pace and direction of Anglo-Jewish rescue efforts', a man 
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with the personal authority to admit or refuse entry to potential refugees. 119 

Generally Schiff seems to have regarded refugee aid as his specialist field and, 

where possible, jealously guarded his personal authority against potential rivals. 

He was, for example, outraged when the Orthodox Zionist organisation, Agudas 

Israel, founded an Emigration Advisory Committee in July 1938 specifically for 

the benefit of Orthodox Jewry in Nazi Europe. In a letter to Neville Laski, then 

President of the Board of Jews, he confessed to feeling 'heartily sick of the 

Agudas Israel and their machinations and set out the 'unnecessary and harmful 

effects' of another Jewish fund-raising body.120 Laski's reply clearly identifies the 

reasons for Schitrs bitterness, when he described the new Advisory Committee 

as 'an unwarranted intrusion into your [Schitrs] province'.121 It was to be the first 

of many challenges both to Schitrs personal authority and his vision, and that of 

the old Anglo-Jewish elite's, of Jewish identity in Britain. 

Similarly, Lady Eva Reading was Deputy Chairman of the Refugee Children's 

Movement between 1938 and 1945 and an important influence on the welfare 

and educational policies for refugee children. An important campaigner for the 

elite-dominated Central British Fund for World Jewish Relief, Lady Reading was 

later described by one of her war-time colleagues as having a tendency to 

judge 'every problem with the narrow conventions of her own class' .122 As the 

wife of the former Viceroy of India and Foreign Secretary, and with considerable 

experience and authority in the Women's Voluntary Service, Eva Reading 

displayed all the characteristics of an upper-class philanthropist. It is significant, 

therefore, that it was Lady Reading who chaired meetings of the RCM's 

Executive Committee wielding, in the process, a considerable degree of 

bureaucratic power in terms of membership, agenda setting, discussion and the 

general direction of meetings. 

Apart from this direct influence on policy the old Anglo-Jewish elite employed a 

third strategy that crucially affected the experiences of the children in Britain. 

Anxious to draw on the widest constituency of financial support possible and 

ever fearful of accusations of Jewish clannishness, the elite was happy to 

accept the support of non-Jewish bodies in providing for the refugee children. i23 
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These religious, political and mutual-aid societies were represented at central, 

policy-making level, by establishment figures from outside the community who 

frequently had personal connections with the old Anglo-Jewish elite. Such 

figures came from a social and cultural milieu in which personal contact with 

Jews tended to be mediated by the liberal emancipation contract so that it was 

this method of assimilation that provided, more or less implicitly, a model for 

certain key figures in the burgeoning refugee organisations. As will become 

clear, this was the case not only for organisational figureheads - Lords Baldwin 

and Gorell, for example- but also for those who responsible for the 

implementation of policy. This was true both for the former civil servants and 

successive secretaries of the RCM, Charles Stead and Dorothy Hardisty, and 

for the legions of volunteers who helped the Movement across Britain. In short, 

the methods employed by the RCM for aiding refugee followed the well

established pattern of assimilation set over the previous eight or nine decades. 

The first Kindertransport arrived in Harwich on Friday 2 December 1938. The 

children were housed temporarily at Dovercourt Bay holiday camp before more 

permanent temporary arrangements could be made. In the remaining ten 

months before the Second World War, 9, 354 children were evacuated to 

Britain in this manner, whilst a number of smaller projects were able to rescue 

children both before and during wartime. There is, of course, no doubting the 

scale of this achievement or the humanitarian sympathies that prompted them. 

The care of these children was an extraordinary and unprecedented financial, 

administrative and pastoral undertaking. Yet it was also a process of cultural 

exchange under conditions of considerable pressure. It is this process of 

exchange, and the way in which it was mediated by class based notions of 

national identity, that is investigated further in this study. 

Ill. Conclusion 

In critically analysing the negotiations between refugee agencies and the state 

for the entry of refugee children to Britain, an attempt has been made to 

deconstruct and explore the categories of thought that underpinned the process 

of cultural exchange. The terminology used to describe and conceptualise this 
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process strongly suggests that it was understood in terms of nationality, in 

terms of a set of consequences that followed from the entry into Britain of 

national 'aliens'. Discourses of national or public health, absorptive capacity, the 

good citizen, assimilation are epistemologically dependant on the existence of a 

static and identifiable national identity that may be threatened - or sometimes 

enhanced - by the arrival of foreign nationals. Or, as the Mass Observation 

report into patriotism put it in 1941 , England was a 'known quantity' whose 

identity was rooted, like that of the Germans, in 'blood and soil' .124 

The consequences of the arrival of refugee children are assessed differently 

depending on the particular group of migrants, their age and the projected 

period of exile. More or less precise taxonomies of identity were invented for 

the children by the state and the institutional knowledge it drew on in devising 

policy to meet the children. In the case of the Spanish children, a period of exile 

for three months was universally envisaged, obviating the need for a discourse 

of assimilation and making the major theme of their reception, the protection of 

public health. Yet the process of identifying the children was, as has been 

shown, a contested one and the attempt by the BCC to present the children as 

Basque - examined in detail in the following chapter - was an attempt to escape 

from the negative connotations associated with Spanish. In the case of the 

Jewish children, the strength of domestic anti-Semitism against what were 

regarded as predatory outsiders was seen to justify a scheme of evacuation by 

stealth. While the state had ruled out evacuating Jewish refugee children as a 

policy of labour recruitment as late as 1936, public and diplomatic pressure 

helped to ensure their arrival in 1938 and 1939. Yet the dangers of a scheme 

that seemingly offended national identity and diluted the national stock 

necessitated a process of assimilation that, as will become clear in the following 

chapter, was managed by the old Anglo-Jewish elite. 

It was, in short, English national identity that provided the cognitive framework 

in which the reception of refugees was managed and understood. As has been 

argued in this chapter, the refugees were invested and inscribed with identities 

that were measured and approximated against Englishness by the state. 

Having described and analysed the basis of such policy, its development is 
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traced in the activities of agency policy in the remaining chapters of this study. 
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Chapter Three 

'A helpless, wretched and pathetic victim'? Refugee Children in Words 

and Pictures, 1937-45.1 

In this country there is no official system of classifying people by race or 
religion.2 

Home Secretary Sir Samuel Hoare, 1939. 

Introduction 

In chapter one time was spent outlining those broad social, political and 

educational discourses that helped to shape ideas about national identity in 

1930s Britain. In chapter two the influence of these discourses was traced in 

the negotiations and conditions of entry eventually set by the British 

government for the arrival of refugee children in Britain. It was also argued in 

the previous chapter that an integral part of this process of negotiation was the 

construction of Spanish and Jewish identities that were measured against the 

imagined qualities of Englishness. However, it was not simply the work of the 

state to construct identities for refugee children but a wide-ranging set of 

representational practices that both the media and the refugee agencies 

contributed to. In the first half of this chapter some of those processes of 

representation are subjected to critical scrutiny and, the in second half, their 

validity is tested by comparing their content with the reality of children's lives 

prior to evacuation. A concluding section draws together these strands by 

reflecting on the different content and mechanisms of the representations 

examined in this chapter. 

The first section of this chapter deals with the representation of refugee children 

in Britain and concentrates on two related issues. First, it identifies and 

examines some of those processes through which refugee agencies inscribed 

the children with eharacteristics, attitudes and identities. Second, it 

demonstrates exactly how those processes of ascription helped construct 

identities for refugee children that proved crucial in shaping their experiences in 
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Britain. It is argued here that the representation of Jewish and Spanish refugee 

children in a range of policy documents, newspaper reports and visual images 

was constitutive. The ways in which these groups of refugee children were 

described, pictured, recorded and categorised were not neutral processes but 

ones that constructed, labelled and, in effect, created the identity of refugee 

children. These processes were constitutive because they cannot be separated 

from wider relations of social power. When the refugee agencies recorded the 

entry of children to Britain and when they represented those children to the 

populace as worthy figures of charity, they did so as philanthropic, religious and 

political groups with middle and upper class leaderships who were well 

established in Britain. In naming, describing and representing the children, the 

refugee agencies- along with the state and the media- invested those children 

with attributes and characteristics that were to shape their experiences of 

evacuation and exile. 

Two broad areas of representation have been selected for examination in this 

chapter. The first describes the representation of Spanish children to the 

general public through the novel but powerful medium of documentary film. The 

second concentrates on the representation of Jewish children in a rather more 

mundane but nonetheless fundamentally influential set of bureaucratic 

procedures. As will become clear, fixing the identity of the children was 

achieved through both these mechanisms. The first was public and exceptional, 

the second a routine administrative measure. These are clearly different areas 

of analysis requiring different methods of historical study but public film images 

and private bureaucratic procedure are linked because they worked to ascribe 

children with attitudes, aptitudes and characteristics that fundamentally shaped 

their experiences in Britain. The first half of this chapter examines and 

illustrates both strategies and in doing so completes the analysis of those 

process of representation through which refugee children were invested and 

inscribed with identities that were deemed more or less analogous to English 

national identity. , 

Having completed the analysis of what might be termed the process of identity 

inscription the second half of this chapter turns to the European continent to 
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establish just how closely these representations of the children mirrored their 

actual experiences prior to evacuation. The aim here is to test, in an admittedly 

rather generalised fashion, the veracity of those representations of the children 

in Britain against the reality of their daily lives at home. This, predominately 

narrative, section has been included for two reasons. 

First, the tendency in Britain to see the refugee children as homogeneous 

groups of Jews or Basques has already been made clear. Yet age, gender, 

class, religion and nationality all served to differentiate the children. 

Recognising this heterogeneity is essential when considering the subsequent 

experiences of the young refugees and analysing the responses they received 

from sections of British society. In particular, as chapters four and five make 

clear the young refugees faced an almost constant struggle against a crude 

process of labelling that sought to fix their position in British society. 

Secondly, the way that children responded to this labelling and their experience 

of exile more generally was directly related to their immediate past.3 Simplifying 

for a moment, it can be argued that a central European middle class 

background resulted in specific patterns of assimilation in German and Austrian 

children. Such patterns, as will become clear in chapter five, frequently included 

independent and sophisticated educational activity. By way of contrast, children 

from Spanish working class or agricultural backgrounds, whose parents were 

perhaps still engaged in military battle, meant that these children, as is shown 

in chapter four, were more inclined to overt resistance in exile. With perhaps 

much less experience of formal education such children were much more 

dependent on their knowledge of oral culture in which physical resistance and 

fighting were major themes. In short, children brought with them into exile 

different types of cultural, and more specifically educational, capital that served 

to negotiate their responses to the situations they encountered in Britain. 

Juxtaposing two ~uite distinct sections - on one representation in Britain, the 

other on experiences in Central Europe - in a single chapter can be taken as a 

stylistic attempt to crystallise and focus on that process of cultural exchange 

with which this whole study is concerned. It is an attempt to flesh out and make 
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palpable that 'missing' and 'intangible factor' that Baumel has identified as a 

crucial factor in the unsatisfactory 'relationship between British people and the 

young refugees'. 4 

I. Spanish Refugee Children in Still and Moving Images 

On the 15 May 1937 the Manchester Guardian carried a letter from a reader 

concerned with the imminent arrival of refugee children from Spain in Britain. 

The letter appealed to the public: 

not to look upon these children as an unpleasant obligation to 
humanitarian ideals but to welcome them with true British hospitality. The 
Basques as a race are closely akin to ourselves in culture and 
outlook .. . A deeply religious people, they are kindly, courteous and 
usually light-hearted . .. Politically they tend towards conservatism but they 
can boast an old age system of democratic government.5 

Despite the fact that there is no evidence to suggest that the writer of the letter 

helped to support the children in an official capacity, a more concise statement 

of BCC policy in presenting the children to the British public would be hard to 

find. Embodied in the letter are all those points that Wilfred Roberts had 

attempted to impress on government officials during his extensive negotiations 

for the entry of the children to Britain. There is explicit reference both to a 

general set of humanitarian ideals and a deeper, or more sincere, font of British 

hospitality to which the children are deemed entitled because of the expressed 

similarities between the British and Basque 'races' in 'outlook', 'culture' and in 

the institutions of democratic government. In emphasising British 

humanitarianism and the close analogy between the Basque and British 

peoples the letter summarises those themes that the BCC attempted to 

emphasise during their fund-raising campaigns. It was a task that was 

considerably helped by the press reporting of the Civil War in which, as was 

briefly suggested in the previous chapter, the Basque people were constructed 

as the unfortunat~ victims of extreme political passions. 

In a lengthy editorial that followed the bombing of Guernica, the Manchester 

Guradian emphasised many of the themes that George Steer had picked out in 

119 



his reports for The Times newspaper. In an attempt to appreciate the history 

and traditions of the Basques the editorial described them in terms reminiscent 

of the noble savage, as 'forest-men, fishermen, peasants; they are strong, 

healthy and simple ... Their ideas may be limited, but they hold to them with an 

unflinching tenacity'.6 Throughout Spanish history they had 'succeeded in 

largely preserving a separate identity and an individual language' and their 

'clerical Catholicism' was 'deeply ingrained'.7 Whilst the paper recognised that 

the Civil War had split the Basque provinces into areas of both rebel and 

government support, this specifically Basque Civil War 'followed a humane and 

leisurely course' since 'both sides would pause for mass'.8 

Reading newspaper reports is, of course, an activity with which most historians 

are familiar and one that is often seen as integral and necessary component of 

any historical research. In contrast to the importance attached to newspaper 

reports and written documents generally, the visual dimension of the past has 

either been resolutely ignored by mainstream historians or employed 

uncritically, as 'transparent reflections of fact' that seem to show, argues 

Samuel, 'history "as it was" '.9 In recent years, however, the apparent 

transparency of visual evidence has come under the critical scrutiny of a 

diverse range of historians anxious to employ visual imagery as a means of 

raising different kinds of historical questions and constructing new historical 

narratives.10 Whilst the overall impact of this specific methodological discussion 

is difficult to assess, there is at least a growing recognition amongst historians 

that visual images do not offer an unproblematic source of empirical knowledge 

about the past. Rather, as Grosvenor has argued in respect of photographs, 

visual imagery must be read as a 'product of cultural discourse', 'as a site of 

production and representation', and as a text that is 'open to a diversity of 

readings'. 11 With regard to the current study, a range of images, both 

photographic and film, may be read as key sites in both the production and 

representation of the Spanish children's identity in Britain. 

As has already been noted, whilst the evacuation of Spanish children to Britain 

left a relative paucity of documentary material, there is no shortage of visual 

images that records their period of exile. A small collection of these film images 
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provides the source material that is critically deconstructed in the following 

section. These images take the form of two films. The first is Modern Orphans 

of the Storm, a publicity film financed by the National Joint Committee for 

Spanish Relief and jointly produced by the Realist Film Unit and Victor Saville 

Productions. The second film is Save Spanish Children, a film whose precise 

provenance has been difficult to establish, but most probably assembled with 

outtakes from other newsreel and film from Spain.12 Drawing on the 

methodological writings of Raphael Samuel and lan Grosvenor, both Modern 

Orphans of the Storm and Save Spanish Children are subjected here to a 

critical reading . This reading examines the representation of the children in the 

context of the NJC's fund-raising campaign that aimed to appeal to the widest 

possible audience. As will become clear below, this has a number of important 

consequences for the way in which the children are represented in these films. 

II. Save Spanish Children and Modern Orphans of the Storm 

Save Spanish Children is a fifteen-minute fund-raising film designed to raise 

funds for the multiple activities of the National Joint Committee for Spanish 

Relief. The film goes some way to illustrating all these activities by including 

sequences of relief work in Spain, the arrival and care of the refugee children in 

England and the collection and transportation of aid to Spain. A final emotive 

sequence compares dead bodies in a Spanish street with happy smiling 

children to graphically illustrate the difference that aid can make. The grim 

pictures of these dead bodies, and the preceding shots of bombing raids in an 

unnamed Spanish town, seem to confirm the reality of the film. Indeed, the film 

might comfortably be classified as a documentary according to the criteria laid 

down by John Grierson. A series of real events, locations and lives are 

chronologically edited so that together they inform and educate (methods and 

effects of modern warfare in Spain, welfare of Spanish refugees) as well as 

propagandising (the relief work of the NJC). Sound is a crucial element of the 

educational funcijon of the film as the narrator relates factual details to the 

audience at every stage. With regard to the refugee children in exile a number 

of statements are made that effectively introduce the children to the film's 

audience. The number of children is (mistakenly) revealed as 6,000, the identity 
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of the children is given as 'Basque' and there is also some information on their 

psychological health ('when they first came over they were terrified by the 

slightest noise'). Finally, an assessment of their reception in England reveals 

that 'English people learnt to love them' and that 'England has done them 

good', an interesting note in the commentary that warrants some brief 

reflection . 

The phrase 'English people learnt to love them' implicitly recognises that the 

initial reaction to the children's arrival in Britain was lukewarm or ambiguous. It 

seems to suggest that the 'natural' sympathy for the child victims of war was not 

so strong that it overwhelmed the cultural differences between the refugees and 

their hosts. Indeed, the word 'learnt' clearly hints at some process of education 

that has helped 'English people' overcome their initial ambiguity in regard to the 

children's arrival. Exactly what this education consisted of is not made clear, 

though given the film's didactic tone it may have seen itself in contributing to 

this process. In any case, what Save Spanish Children certainly does do is to 

both explain and illustrate why the children came to England and typifies, in the 

process, Stanley Baldwin's belief in the characteristic 'kindliness and sympathy 

for the underdog' of the English. 13 

Not surprisingly given the closely related provenance of the two films, many of 

the themes that appear in Save Spanish Children also feature in Modem 

Orphans of the Storm. Both graphically illustrate the suffering of innocent 

people in Spain, both establish the identity of children being evacuated to 

England (specifically Basque), medical control is an important theme of both 

films and both quite obviously aim to persuade audiences that those children 

are worthy recipients of charity. Yet there are significant differences in both 

content and style between the two films. Whilst Modem Orphans is a shorter 

film - its total running time is just ten minutes - it places much greater emphasis 

on the identity of the children, on their experiences in Spain and the events that 

led up to their arr,ival in England. Overall, the narration (of E.V.H. Emmett) of 

Modem Orphans is much more prominent than in Save Spanish Children, 

giving the former film a greater didactic feel than the latter.14 
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The visualisation of the 'Basque' refugee children and their projection onto the 

cinema screen marks an important contribution to what Grovsenor has 

identified as the process of 'discursive production'. 15 In representing the 

children on screen this film contributes to the processes through which 

'knowledge' and 'truth ' about the children is produced. Knowledge and truth are 

used here in the Foucauldian sense; not as epistemological certainties but as 

social constructs. Seen from this perspective the identity and the motivation of 

the individuals, group or institution that finance, produce and distribute the film 

become extremely significant. It is notable, for example, that both films are 

presented in the documentary format that carried a widely accepted 'truth 

status' in 1930s Britain. Moreover, the perceived veracity of these films would 

have been enhanced by the connection with the Realist Film Unit through the 

person of Basil Wright. It can be argued therefore that both Save Spanish 

Children and Modem Orphans of the Storm are particularly important 

interventions in the production of a 'regime of truth' about the children that 

names them as Basque and identifies them as worthy recipients of English 

charity. 

The film historian Paula Rabinowitz has argued that while documentaries 

benefit from the 'gloss of objectivity' all such films function to 'induce feeling, 

thought and action' .16 In attempting to induce these emotions and actions, 

documentary films draw on a range of photographic, aural and editorial 

practices, some of which have already been touched upon but warrant further 

analysis here. 

On a general level , the issues raised by both Samuel and Grosvenor for 

analysing photographs remain pertinent in any analysis of moving images. After 

all, the processes of cinematography or literally 'writing in movement' are in 

many respects dependent on the techniques of photography or 'light-writing'. 17 

The two technologies of visual reproduction share the ability to manipulate 

images in their u~e of lighting and developing procedures; both still and moving 

images are shaped by the use of perspective and the spatial relations between 

objects and subjects in any frame. The framing of images are shaped according 

to the intention and purpose of the photographer. Inevitably however both 
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Samuel and Grosvenor fail to take account of those techniques or 

presentational conventions that are specific to cinematography. Specifically, 

some consideration of the camera's movement on screen and its ability to pan, 

tilt, track or crane during a shot will be required. Every shot, whether moving or 

static, is recorded and viewed in time and the amount of time allocated to each 

of these shots is significant. Additionally, moving images may have an aural 

element that contributes to the mood, pace and overall meaning of visual 

images. Moreover, it is not the individual presence or absence of any one of 

these codes but their operation in relation to one another that is important. A 

closer examination of the content and modes of presentation in both Save 

Spanish Children and Modern Orphans of the Storm illustrates the point. 

The fact that both Modern Orphans and Save Spanish Children were fund

raising films crucially shaped their content. For example, both films make the 

same distinction Spanish children, who have remained in Spain, and the 

Basque children who have been evacuated to England. Indeed, Modern 

Orphans pays great attention to this distinction by having the narrator give a 

potted history of the Basques whilst the audience is shown the devastating 

effects of the aerial bombing endured by them. So whilst images of bombing 

planes, burning buildings and the bodies of dead children are shown to the 

audience, they are simultaneously told that: 

The three Basque provinces of Spain are inhabited by a people believed 
to be descended from Palaeolithic times. Through history they have kept 
their ancient customs and language but now this ancient people too 
become the victims of civil war. 

If not entirely erroneous this distinction is simplistic enough to prevent any 

accurate representation of the children's identity. Certainly, as is made clear 

later in this chapter, the children do not speak Basque, as is claimed in Modern 

Orphans, and they are not the na"ive innocents that both films seek to portray. 

The clenched fist salute that is such a prominent and spontaneous feature of , 
other amateur films and photographs of the period are, for example, entirely 

absent here.18 Indeed, spontaneous activity of any kind is missing from both 

films. Once the children have arrived in England they are usually depicted in 
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varying stages of passivity- medical inspection, classroom instruction, both in 

and outside, and as recipients of food that has been charitably donated .19 The 

single exception to this passivity is the shots of the children playing in the 

gardens of a country house in Save Spanish Children. Removing the individual 

agency of the children and eliminating any trace of their radicalised politics was 

a method of emphasising their victim status and promoting the sympathy of the 

watching audience. Moreover, while the visual content of the film was carefully 

selected and packaged towards maximising the fund-raising potential of the 

children, this was just one of a range of photographic and aural techniques that 

were employed by the filmmakers. 

In one sense all the issues that have been discussed above simply illustrate the 

need for financial aid that is primarily advanced by the narrator. The narrator of 

Save Spanish Children confirms the status of the visual images as 

documentary evidence by asking the audience on one occasion to 'Look at 

them [the children] now' to confirm their good health while the children play 

happily in a country garden. In directly addressing the audience in this way the 

narrator establishes complicity between himself and the audience who together 

understand and interpret the images presented on-screen. The narrator 

attempts to control this process of interpretation by specifically addressing the 

audience as a national community whose characteristic kindness and gentility 

has helped restore their health ('English people learnt to love them' and 

'England has done them good'). This perception of Englishness is then invoked 

in the appeal to keep the children in England; 'We cannot send them back' 

since to do so, the narrator implies, would be a betrayal of the things that 'we 

stand for'. 

Since the narrator is used to negotiate the interpretation of the film it is clearly 

important that the audience recognise and understand the authority of the 

voice. This authority is established in both ·films in two principal ways. First, the 

voice of the narr~tor is male and speaks with the Received Pronunciation and 

deep tone that the audience would normally associate with broadcasts on 

national radio or cinema newsreels. Second, as Mary-Ann Doane argues, 

voice-over commentary that is presented 'outside of the films space' takes on a 
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'radical otherness' that endows that voice with a 'certain authority'.20 In other 

words, since the narrator's voice exists outside of the children's world that is 

presented on screen, it takes on an omniscient quality that lends weight to his 

statements. Moreover, while the authoritative voice of the narrator is clearly an 

important aspect of the representation of the children, Bill Nichols has argued 

that the 'concept of voice stretches beyond the narrator to that intangible 

pattern .. .formed by the unique interaction of all the film's codes'. 21 It is in this 

interaction between different visual and aural codes that meaning is generated 

and a semiotic system constructed that the historian must attempt to discern. 

This concept of the voice is employed in the following reading of the sequences 

concerning the refugees in Save Spanish Children. 

After initial footage of the children 's colonies in Spain, the film cuts to shots of 

the SS Habana docking at Southampton and the disembarkation of the refugee 

children. It is perhaps a little strange that the figure helping the children 

descend the steep gangway is not an official of the harbourmaster or a docker 

or indeed anybody with any obvious seafaring connections. In fact it is a female 

nurse resplendent in an immaculate uniform. This early shot of the nurse marks 

the start of a consistent theme of medical inspection while the films' focus is in 

England. Indeed, the second shot of the children in England, and the first close

up of the entire film, shows a child 's hands being examined by another, this 

time male official. The sequences move rapidly through this disembarkation, 

inspection, and on to the Basque Children's Camp where the pace of the film 

slows considerably and there is a first lengthy break in narration - a notable 

absence given the previous dominance of the narrator's voice. During this 

break the children are again shown having their hands inspected before they 

begin eating and a medium close-up shot illustrates the clean hands of three 

boys and the thoroughness of the inspection. This scene, lasting for a full 

twenty-two seconds, is the longest in the entire film, a fact that, together with 

the change in pace and the absence of the narrator's voice, give it a clear 

temporal and stylistic significance. 

The centrality of this medical discourse to the evacuation of the children from 

Spain is possibly even more evident in Modern Orphans where the same 
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scenes of disembarkation and inspection are accompanied by yet more didactic 

narration. The children had been medically examined at Bilbao and, once in 

England, the chief concern of the camp organisers had been to keep the 

children fit. As evidence of this, successive sequences show children receiving 

full medical examinations - with stethoscopes and thermometers prominent -

whilst further information on the alleged, but surely highly improbable, daily 

examination of all four thousand children at North Stoneham is given. 

Nonetheless, the NJC clearly hoped to impress the audience with the claim 

that, even in the face of small outbreak of typhoid, illness had been kept down 

to 1 % of the total . 

As to why these issues of hygiene and inspection should be so significant, it is 

necessary to view the film in its social and historical context. As has been 

shown in previous chapters, ill-health and disease were regularly ascribed to 

immigrants entering Britain and this was especially so when the children came 

from a Spain that was still stereotypically viewed throughout Britain as 

backward and therefore diseased. Contemporary audiences, familiar with such 

stereotypes, were designed to be reassured by the repetitive emphasis on 

health and hygiene. In this way, as Grosvenor has argued, visual evidence 

needs to be examined by reference to, and knowledge of, the social and 

cultural framework in which it is produced.22 

The authoritative narrative voice guides the audience through the images, 

making a series of factual and objective statements, until the narrator begins to 

appeal for financial support for the children. Here a rhetorical strategy becomes 

clear as the narrator invokes a sense of communal responsibility by telling 

audiences of Save Spanish Children that 'they don't ask questions but only 

trust us' and that 'we cannot send them back'. Similarly, Modem Orphans has 

the narrator skirting the controversial debates on the causes of the Civil War - 'it 

is nobody's business but the Spaniards' - but simultaneously claiming that 'the 

relief of human suffering should be the concern of everybody'. In Save Spanish 

Children, the change in narrative voice, from independent observer to 

compassionate individual is intertwined by a change in the background music. 

The film employs three pieces of music that accompany different elements of 
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the children's experiences. All three deliberately sound rather exotic, have a 

characteristically Spanish rhythm and all the music remains instrumental and 

rather neutral until the narrator begins to issue his direct appeal for financial 

aid . The first change occurs as the children leave the classroom and produces 

a Spanish song that mixes male and female choruses. Next the film cuts to 

pictures of children playing happily in the garden while the narrator observes 

that 'England has done them good'. In this garden scene the children are, for 

the first and only time in the film, given a voice when the music changes to a 

gentle, soothing score that sounds rather like a nursery rhyme and is sung by a 

child. Clearly, the juxtaposition of the children happily playing and the first 

passage of music that seemingly originates from them attempts to convey the 

now healthy disposition of the young refugees. Restored to health, the film tells 

the audience, the children can once more look forward with confidence towards 

the future. 

Taken together, Save Spanish Children and Modern Orphans of the Storm can 

be seen as key interventions by the NJC in supporting the child refugees in 

Britain. Whilst it is difficult to estimate precisely how many people might have 

seen these films, they were undoubtedly a key site in the presentation of the 

children to the British public and, therefore, an important mechanism in 

establishing the identity of the children. This identity, as it appeared in 

documentary and fund-raising films, newspapers and promotional literature, 

was unequivocally Basque. Yet, as has already been suggested, there is a 

good deal of both documentary and photographic evidence to suggest that the 

positing of this universal Basque identity was both misleading and simplistic. 

The absence of the clenched fist salute, a ubiquitous feature of amateur films 

and photographs, strongly suggests that both the NJC and the BCC were 

anxious to represent the children in the most positive and non-threatening 

manner possible.23 As a result, both films draw on the positive connotations of 

the Basque, distance the children from the more negative associations of the 

Spanish and function to deny the children political allegiance and individual 

agency. In seeking to explain why this happens it is obviously necessary to 

bear in mind popular perceptions of nationality in Britain but also to appreciate 

the influence of a culturally specific construction of childhood in this period. 
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One of the reasons for the failure of both government and refugee agencies to 

understand and appreciate the diversity of the children from Spain is that they, 

almost universally, tended to see children as na'ive innocents. The specific 

cultural construction of childhood in Britain saw the period between infancy and 

fourteen, or sixteen, as a period of dependency, subordination, innocence and 

irresponsibility. As Hendrick has noted, by the inter-war years a range of legal, 

legislative, social, medical and educational measures had institutionalised the 

perceived innocence and dependence of childhood. 24 As a result, the refugee 

children were everywhere seen in terms of a culturally specific conception of 

childhood. Leah Manning, for example, described the refugees as 'neither 

Anarchists nor Nationalists - only people in danger of their lives asking for 

safety'.25 The evacuation scheme was predicated, in other words, on a view of 

the children as innocent victims and an idea of the evacuation as a 

humanitarian gesture. Yet such humanitarianism came at a price. For in 

creating subjects worthy of aid and rescue, the children were stripped of their 

identities, presented and understood as passive victims, when the reality of 

their backgrounds was often one of political maturity and activism and a keen 

sense of their own identity. This identity is sketched in rather more detail in the 

second half of this chapter but for the moment the focus switches to a different 

group of (Jewish) children but a similar process of identity denial. 

Ill. Identifying and inscribing Jewish children in Britain 

If the representation of the Spanish children in film images denied or simplified 

the identity of those evacuated children, a similar, though not identical, process 

of representation, inscription and identity construction took place in the case of 

the Jewish children. Whilst public representations of Spanish children formed 

the focus of the first half of this chapter, attention now turns to the way in which 

private administrative practices represented the Jewish children evacuated to 

Britain. More speciHcally, this section is concerned with the way in which those 

children were perceived by central refugee agencies as a potentially dangerous 

body of alien children, who were to be recorded and monitored until their 

successful absorption into British society. It is, in other words, the construction 
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of children from Central Europe as a potential 'Jewish problem' through a set of 

bureaucratic and administrative procedures that is the focus of what follows. 

Before going on to describe and analyse this bureaucratic process of 

construction and inscription, it is instructive to briefly turn to the work of another 

refugee from Nazi Germany, Theodore Adorno. Adorno was a Jewish 

intellectual who fled Nazi Germany in 1933, stayed briefly in England before 

finding more permanent exile in America.26 Scholars are generally agreed that 

his work was profoundly affected by his experience of exile and Martin Jay has 

held up his Minima Moralia as emblematic of a school of critical theory that is 

'extremely sensitive' to the position of a 'cultural outsider' in an 'alien 

environment'.27 In Minima Moralia, significantly sub-titled Reflections from 

Damaged Life, Adorno writes of emigration for the intellectual partly as a 

process 'of reproduction of his own existence', which was characterised by its 

'mutilation' of the self, 'an expropriation of language' and a 'sapping of the 

historical dimension that nourished his knowledge'.28 Emigration, argued 

Adorno, marked the individual and branded him or her different and, whilst he 

was writing specifically of intellectuals, his writing equally applies to the 

experiences of refugee children in Britain. Adorno's reflections on the mutilation 

and reproduction of migrant identity act as a useful prelude to the detailed 

examination of those administrative processes that recorded the children's 

arrival in Britain. 

The Movement for the Care of Children from Germany conducted a number of 

statistical analyses of the refugee children arriving from Central Europe 

between December 1938 to September 1939.29 While few of these records 

survive, making a comprehensive analysis of all the children who came to 

Britain impossible, one copy of a statistical information booklet compiled by the 

Movement indicates the numbers and geographical origins of children 

evacuated to Britain. As well as using the booklet to help write narratives on the 

quantitative extent of Anglo-Jewish aid to victims of Nazi persecution, as in Zahl 

Gottlieb's recent study, it can also be employed to ask relatively novel 

questions about the qualitative dispensation of that aid.30 More specifically, if 

this register of the children is seen less as a statistical document and more as a 
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collection of reified knowledge that categorises and inscribes, then it is possible 

to write a different kind of history of refugee children in Britain. Rather than 

telling a narrative story of evacuation and exile, important though such a history 

is, it becomes possible to begin to explore the ways in which this process was 

perceived, managed and understood. In such a history it is not so much the 

facts that are at issue, but, as Raphael Samuel put it, the 'categories in and 

through which' reality was perceived.31 As becomes clear in the following 

section, the key cognitive code that underpinned the administration and 

dispensation of refugee aid in Britain was England and Englishness. 

In July 1939 a statistical analysis of children arriving in Britain from Central 

Europe was issued by the Movement to a number of agencies concerned with 

assisting those children.32 The booklet was the second of its kind compiled by 

the research and statistics department which , according to the introduction to 

this bulletin, had been belatedly established during Easter 1939. The delay, it 

may be worth noting, was seen as sufficiently important to warrant an explicit 

explanation and is attributed to the initial urgency and overriding importance of 

simply getting children out of Central Europe. Such an explanation may have 

been included specifically for the benefit of the Home Office whose 

liberalisation of immigration procedures after Kristallnacht had not only 

facilitated the entry of unaccompanied refugee children to Britain, but also 

transferred a significant degree of responsibility for this process to various 

voluntary bodies. As London shows, one such responsibility, and one that the 

Movement certainly took seriously, was the selection of 'suitable' children for 

evacuation for Britain.33 Whereas this had previously been the responsibility of 

the Home Office who investigated individual cases on their merit, lists of 

suitable candidates were now submitted by refugee agencies and granted a 

single visa by the Home Office. As part of this deal to speed up the evacuation 

process, the refugee agencies were entrusted with the task of ensuring that all 

the children either were, or had the potential to become, 'suitable' candidates 

for emigration and some period of exile in Britain. The setting up of the 

research and statistics department suggests that this was a responsibility that 

the Movement took seriously. 
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This second edition of the periodically produced statistical analysis is a densely 

packed document that records a range of information regarding the whole 

evacuation process. There are, for example, detailed sections on the arrival, 

distribution and training of those 7, 752 children who were estimated to have left 

Central Europe on the Children's Transports by July 1939. This information, 

along with an analysis of the number of children as a proportion of the overall 

refugee population, gives a quantitative sense of the mechanics and structure 

of this massive evacuation programme. In addition, however, and of rather 

greater significance for this study, is the mass of personal details about the 

children that are included in the survey. These details, way beyond those 

required by formal immigration legislation, cover the precise geographical 

origins of the children and the religious affiliation of all 7, 752 evacuees. The 

even more precise questionnaire issued to 715 children suggests that the 

Movement was not satisfied with that level of knowledge and was anxious to 

collate yet more details about the children evacuated to Britain. 

The 7,752 children that had arrived in Britain from Central Europe represents 

around 75% of the ten thousand or so children who were destined to leave 

Europe on the Children's Transport and so may be considered, at least in 

numerical terms, fairly comprehensive. In terms of gender the refugees were 

evenly balanced since there were 3,930 boys and 3,822 girls. In terms of 

nationality, simply arriving in Britain under the auspices of the Movement for the 

Care of Children from Germany had provisionally identified labelled them as 

German. The survey confirmed this by recognising the expansion of Germany 

under Hitler and categorising all those children from Austria and 

Czechoslovakia- some 2,614 in all- as 'German by residence'. Whilst 

recognising the national differences between the children, the survey 

subsumed the distinction between Austrian, Czechoslovakian and German and, 

possibly out of a concern for administrative ease or legal precision, labelled the 

children German. It was, moreover, only the start of a process of administrative 

and bureaucratic inscription through which an official identity for the children 

was constructed. 

If the children were deemed to be de facto Germans, attempts to define the 
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religion of all the children proved much more complex and contentious. Publicly 

at least, the matter was a simple one and figures released by the Movement, 

and cited by Ford in her article on the children, give the religion of the children 

as 45 per cent Christian, with the remaining 55 per cent Jewish.34 Judging from 

the Movement's statistical analysis of July 1939, and with only three thousand 

additional children destined to the evacuated on the scheme, this is a curious 

statement. Here the numbers of Jewish children appear in very different 

proportions of 5,673 Jewish children, 843 Christians and 193 agnostics or 

humanists. Similarly, Zahl Gottlieb estimates that 90 per cent of all children 

rescued by the Movement were Jewish.35 Accounting for the difference between 

publicly printed information and confidential data presents no real difficulties 

since the explanation is at least partly given in the statistical analysis itself. 

A confused passage in the statistical analysis describes the method whereby 

the Movement ascribed a religion to the evacuated children in Britain. Put 

simply, where the children were not explicitly stated to be either Christians or 

agnostics they were automatically classified and recorded as Jews. There is no 

explanation of this decision, though it presumably emerged from the knowledge 

that Nazi persecution was directed against Jews, and that those children 

evacuating Germany would, in the main, be Jewish. Yet the authors of the 

survey thought this assumption 'incorrect and misleading' because it recorded 

the ' "race" ' of some children based on family genealogy, rather than their 

current religious affiliation. Or more precisely, the problem for refugee agencies 

was in the unwitting acceptance and repetition of Nazi 'racial' classification. The 

underlying theme of the discussion on religion was an attempt, therefore, to 

ensure that the identification of Jews should be based on religious criteria and 

not on an inspection of family descent. Religion, in other words, was a matter of 

rational choice rather than familial inheritance. 

The importance attached to current religious affiliation was emphasised in the 

statistical analysis by outlining the fact that: 

... it could not be held that all Christian children who have been brought 
over to this country are of Aryan or half-Aryan blood. Some of them have 
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adopted some form of Christian religion during the last years of 
persecution from genuine motives in view of the apparent hopelessness 
of the situation, but to others it has happened that whole families have 
adopted the Christian religion in order to obtain the help of the non
Aryan Christian organisations operating in England.36 

The apparent cynicism and suspicion apart, the implication of this passage is to 

emphasise the fact that some evacuees, though of Jewish descent, had 

become Christians. Though this might be interpreted as a genuine attempt to 

nullify or correct the 'racial' categorisation of the Nazis, it might also be seen as 

an attempt by refugee agencies to construct or invent desirable subjects for 

evacuation to Britain. Either way, the practical effects of this process was to 

significantly alter the identity of children arriving in Britain who as a group were 

represented as far more Christian than the bare statistics might suggest. In 

retrospect the Movement's public claim that the child evacuees were 45 per 

cent Christian and 55 per cent Jewish is certainly both astonishing and wildly 

inaccurate. Indeed, as has been shown here, even the Movement's own 

statistics clearly suggested that these proportions were seriously distorted. As a 

result, the claims of the Orthodox Jewish community that the Movement was an 

organisation of 'child estrangement' should at least be taken seriously.37 Whilst 

these allegations are examined in more detail in chapter five, it is important to 

note here that any assessment of their veracity must begin with the ostensibly 

administrative, and seemingly neutral, process of recording and representing 

the children. The issue is not, as it appears in other studies of the children, 

confined to housing or education policy.38 Rather, a whole range of 

administrative and bureaucratic procedures must be examined for the part they 

played, whether conscious or unwitting, in the discursive construction of the 

refugee child in Britain. 

The statistical analysis was the culmination of those bureaucratic processes 

through which certain knowledge about the children was collated and 

reproduced. It marked a final stage in the collection and interpretation of 

information about the children, inscribed them with a limited range of identities, 

and provided the analysis against which housing and education policy was 

devised and implemented. However, the raw data for this analysis was the 
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individual record of every child who arrived in Britain. Every refugee child had 

their nationality, age and religious affiliation recorded along with details of their 

medical health, education, training and re-emigration plans. This was a 

seemingly comprehensive survey of every individual refugee, a personal 

archive and a source of 'background knowledge' for volunteer aid workers. 

Indeed, the method for chronicling the lives of the young evacuees was a 

feature of the Refugee Children's Movement First Annual Report where the 

capabilities of the 'Roneodex' card index as a 'recording system' are proudly 

proclaimed.39 Each card gave the age, address, religion, place of birth and 

address of parents, while a series of symbols on the edges of the cards made it 

possible for staff to: 

... calculate in a few minutes the number of each children in each area, of 
a certain age, of each religion and to ascertain the number in private 
homes, hostels and camps. On the back of the card is space for entering 
details about the health, training and re-emigration plans.40 

For the thousands of voluntary workers throughout Britain who helped support 

refugee children, this card, and the information on it, constituted the child. All 

the important information is pre-selected and given in a kind of mini-biography 

about the individual evacuee. Knowledge about the health of the child is 

necessary in order to protect 'national health'. Plans for training were necessary 

because whatever their current level of education, their future, as the statistical 

analysis put it, was as 'useful members of the community' who had been 'taught 

a trade'. Finally, while re-emigration was becoming a matter of 'secondary 

importance', England remained unable to absorb aliens at short notice so plans 

for eventual migration were still, officially at least, seen as important. In effect, 

this administrative process that recorded the personal details of each 

constituted the individual refugee child . The reified discursive elements of each 

child - biographical details, health, training and re-emigration - are important 

because they reflect the current position of the refugee child against an 

imagined ideal type of evacuee who was young and malleable, healthy and 

industrious. They are, in other words, a simultaneous measurement of the 

current 'state of play' in the process of cultural adaptation and an identification 

of the areas for intervention in the production of the healthy and industrious 
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worker. For the regional refugee aid worker, the information on the card index 

was an indispensable guide for action; religious affiliation and good health to be 

protected, training arranged, emigration considered. This 'background' 

information made up that 'special rubric' that Adorno wrote about as a process 

of selection in which: 

Anything that is not reified, cannot be counted and measured, ceases to 
exist. Not satisfied with this, however, reification spreads to its own 
opposite, the life that cannot be directly actualised; anything that lives on 
merely as thought and recollection. 41 

As has already been argued, Adorno personally found this system of selection, 

this reproduction of his own existence, a mutilating process in which language 

was expropriated and history insidiously undermined.42 Elsewhere, Adorno 

suggests that this mutilation was part of a wider phenomenon - 'new 

anthropology'- that was linked to the development of a mass culture that both 

insisted on uniformity and was unable to tolerate difference. Whilst there is no 

need to describe this anthropology here, what is of interest is his observation 

on its affect on individual cognition: 

Anyone who has once made it his concern to judge people's suitability 
sees those judged, by a kind of technological necessity, as insiders or 
outsiders, as belonging or alien to the race, as accomplices or victims.43 

This description of the new anthropology and its technicians can quite easily 

encompass the idea of a homogeneous nation protected by public officials and 

volunteer workers. It closely resembles what the ethnologist Linde-Laursen has 

called the 'nationalising eye' that is invoked when people wish to describe or 

explain difference.44 Indeed, the idea that r.ational identity structures the 

thought and judgements of refugee aid workers is instructive when the file 

reports of individual refugee children are considered. 

Whether collectively inscribed on the document of statistical analysis, or 

individually constructed on the index cards, reified knowledge about the 

children was accumulated progressively. This was an on-going process for the 

Movement volunteers until the child reached adulthood so that, ultimately, a 

136 



bureaucratic biography was created for every individual child. Though access to 

most of these biographies is, because of their sensitive nature, restricted, the 

surviving casework files to be found for children in Birmingham indicate the 

mountains of paperwork that constructed each individual evacuee.45 It is not 

uncommon, for example, for the file of a single child to have thirty or more 

separate entries covering their health, welfare, education and religious 

instruction. It is worth reflecting, for a moment, on the significance and practical 

consequences of these dossiers. 

The size and detail of each individual casework file obviously varies greatly, but 

there is a standard layout for each form. Biographical details, presumably taken 

from the index card , are uniformly recorded, along with date of entry to Britain, 

a Home Office permit number and the religious affiliation of each child. 

Additional information on education in Germany is sometimes given and there 

are also sections for training and re-emigration plans. Through the duplication 

of these details on the index card, on the regional casework files and in a 

centrally held dossier, they become, in the thousands of cases where the 

parents of children were missing, the ultimate arbiter on the children's identity. 

Take, for example, those occasional but prolonged attempts, stretching 

frequently over a period of years, to change or reverse the initial classification 

of the children. One such case is that a German refugee child who, according 

to the local file, 'is being brought up in the Christian faith in accordance with the 

mother's wishes'. 46 Following correspondence from an adult friend of the child 

that revealed the girl was in a Jewish Orthodox home, efforts are made in 

September 1942 to confirm the mother's consent in the question of religious 

instruction. No reply is received from the Red Cross and consequently Rabbi 

van der Zyl, a representative of the Movement's religious teaching sub

committee, is informed. Writing from London in March 1943, van der Zyl 

suggests that Jewish religious instruction might be appropriate for the child and 

apparently receiving no response, a second letter is dispatched July 1943. 

When the regional secretary does respond, she repeats the information given 

on the index card and in the biographical section of the local files, namely that 

'there was a strong wish of the mother, either written or verbal', that the child 

'be brought up in the Christian faith'.47 Vander Zyl reacts by writing directly to 
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the foster-parents and asking for a statement on the matter which duly arrives 

and denies that the child is being, or has been in the past, brought up in the 

Christian faith at all. The confusion seemingly cleared up, the child is 

recommended for classes in Jewish religious instruction in October 1943, over 

four years after her arrival in Britain. 

There are, admittedly, a range of issues that emerge from this chronology of 

correspondence - the relationship between the Movement's headquarters and 

regional centres, and the attitudes of regional volunteers to name just two. 

Some of these are discussed in more detail in chapter five but for the moment, 

what is of interest is the importance of the initial classification of the child as 

Christian. This was taken as an established fact until an informal enquiry about 

the girl raised an investigation about her religious instruction. In this 

investigation, the regional secretary appears reluctant to take any action 

because of the information contained on the index card and local file. In that 

investigation, therefore, the index card acts as the official validation of the 

children's identity, the repository of all knowledge about the children by virtue of 

being the first official record of the evacuee. It is also worth noting that this 

knowledge was valued over and above that which the evacuee herself, who 

was in her fourteenth year by 1943, might have provided, but who does not 

appear to have been consulted on the matter of religious affiliation at all. Partly 

because of the slow pace of administration but also clearly because of the 

status invested in the index card by the regional secretary, it takes four years 

for the girl to receive any Jewish religious instruction. Judging by the other files 

of the Birmingham Committee this case represents, moreover, one of the few 

successful incidents in which the initial classification of the child was officially 

challenged. In the great majority of cases, despite the efforts of some sections 

of the Jewish community, those index cards constituted an authoritative and 

powerful statement on the identity of the refugee children. It formed the very 

basis of what the Movement's first annual report described as a 'nation-wide 

scheme for supervising children in all parts, reporting and recording changes 

and progress', and was the foundation stone for the 'never-ending vigil' that the 

Movement saw as its responsibility.48 As has been clearly illustrated here, this 

vigil aimed at generating a specific concept of healthy and productive future 
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citizens whose ideal was clearly represented in the subsequent welfare reports 

on the progress of the children. 

Despite the considerable organisational problems caused by the outbreak of 

war, and by the process of evacuation in particular, the Movement worked hard 

to ensure that its burgeoning system of surveillance did not break down. At the 

centre each child had a dossier that, in theory at least, was updated by local 

committees who would record all changes in circumstances - address, foster

parents, health, religion, education- of every refugee child. Together, these 

central dossiers and local files formed the mechanisms of a system of 

surveillance that attempted to ensure that this massive programme of migration 

was successfully managed and controlled. Some sense of the high priority 

given to this system can be gauged by the reaction of a special Movement sub

committee established to try and cut the expenses of the whole operation. An 

independent audit highlighted the fact that this was an expensive system that 

weighed onerously on the time of both the paid and volunteer workers of the 

Movement.49 In response, the sub-committee's minutes record a 'full discussion' 

in which the 'general feeling' was that, 'from the national point of view and in the 

interests of refugees themselves ... it was essential that the Movement should 

continue to keep records regarding them'.50 Whilst record-keeping inevitably 

broke down in a great many cases- many children received few, if any, visits 

from welfare officers -the reports filed about the children reveal a good deal 

about the importance, 'from the national point of view', of retaining a detailed 

administrative system of control. 51 

In a set of Instructions for the Guidance of Regional and Local Committees of 

1940, the Movement set out policy objectives for local volunteers and advised 

that: 

One of the most vital tasks of the Movement is to enable its children to 
be assimilated into the normal life of the country and to take their place 
as normal and useful citizens. Many of these children have unfortunately 
developed a kind of "refugee" mentality which causes them to regard 
themselves as objects of curiosity and pity and as a race apart. In the 
children's own interests this defeatist attitude must be overcome; and 
this can be most easily done by means of the companionship of English 
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boys and girls.52 

These objectives neatly encapsulate the modus vivendi that governed refugee 

aid work in Britain during this period. There is clear evidence here of the 

pervasive influence of those specific constructions of both 'national life' and the 

'normal citizen' , examined in chapter one, on the policy directives of the 

Movement. So whilst English boys and girls are 'normal' and 'useful', the 

refugee children are inscribed with a set of attitudes that are deemed to be the 

very antithesis of Englishness. The most important of these attitudes is 

defeatism which , as Angus Calder explains, was regarded as unpatriotic and 

treasonable in 1940 because it was understood to sap civilian morale and, in 

doing so, aid what was widely regarded as the imminent German invasion of 

Britain. 53 Some additional detail on this and other allegedly problematic 

attitudes is contained in the individual file reports of refugee children. Amongst 

the behaviour that local volunteers indicated as problematic was excessive 

aggression, perceived incompetence in the English language, objections to 

anglicisation and an interest in radical politics. 54 Taken together, these alien 

characteristics make up a refugee mentality that, in a phrase that confirms the 

centrality of 'race' to ideas about national identity, marks the children out as a 

'race apart'. Finally, because of the imagined homogeneity of national identity, 

the identification of this 'race apart' justified a range of Movement interventions 

to change the refugee into a 'normal citizen'. 

Judging from the case files of the Birmingham Jewish Refugees Committee, 

whenever the behaviour of the refugee child is deemed acceptable to welfare 

workers, or reported as satisfactory by foster-parents, the leitmotif of change is 

very often present. The child is usually deemed to have progressed precisely 

because they have changed and it seems that the greatest degree of praise 

was often reserved for those who had changed the most. So arguably the most 

positive welfare report in the Birmingham files reads thus: 

Health much improved. English very good. Healthy, alert and intelligent, 
and though still precocious seems to be developing into a normal English 
child.55 
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The negative attitude to some aspect of the child's precocity here is interesting, 

though it clearly does not relate to her standard of English which is approvingly 

noted as very good. Indeed, the transformation of accents was positively 

encouraged and enthusiastically reported by one foster parent: 

He is still very happy and it is wonderful how he has so quickly picked up 
the English language. He has no foreign accent whatever and talks just 
like a little English boy. People often do not believe he came to England 
only eight months ago. 56 

Clearly, successful adaptation to exile in Britain was frequently assessed in 

terms of the extent and rapidity of change. Indeed, local welfare officers were 

issued with instructions by Movement headquarters to challenge the types of 

behaviour associated with the 'refugee mentality' by sending young exiles to 

youth groups where they might meet, and mix with, English children. A whole 

list of these is included in one set of instructions and recommended clubs 

ranged from the National Council of Boys' and Girls' Clubs, the YMCA and the 

YWCA and the Boy Scouts and Girl Guides. The scouting movement, it should 

be recalled here, has its origins in early century fears about national 

degeneration and has long been seen by historians as a method for schooling 

working class children into the social, physical and moral duties of national 

identity.57 Whilst the efficacy of this social control interpretation has recently 

been questioned by Tammy Procter she still concludes with the observation 

that inter-war scouting embodied ideals of 'service and citizenship'.58 Standing 

out from the list of national institutions is the British Youth Peace Assembly 

whose aim was to gather together young refugee men and women in order to 

'perform national songs and dances before the young people of this country in 

order to keep their own national culture alive'.59 This is one of the few 

statements that actually raises the possibility of retaining, developing or 

exploring aspects of identity that relate to the continent. It is important because 

it illustrates that this might have been seen as possible and even as desirable 

or therapeutic. Yet it is undoubtedly one of the few such statements. For the 

most part the regime of the index card and the welfare report was recording 

development towards, or deviancy from, a culturally specific and selective 

image of the 'normal citizen'. 
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As in the representation of the Spanish children in film, so in the representation 

of Central European children on index cards and file reports. Different media 

with quite obviously different purposes. Both, nonetheless, were crucial 

elements in a discourse on refugees that never simply described those children 

but enmeshed in relationships of power that cannot help but simultaneously 

inscribe them. Scholars have frequently argued that philanthropy has been an 

important medium for the exercise of social power throughout British history.60 

So whilst recording the entry and experiences of children into Britain, whether 

on film or on standard administrative forms, has practical, justifiable and even 

laudable aims it also inevitably invents those children. These different 

processes of representation labels those children- as Basque or 

Jewish/Christian - invests them with a range of characteristic attitudes and 

behaviours- childhood, innocence, Catholicism, Christianity, Judaism- whilst 

all the time measuring them against a culturally and class specific construction 

of national identity. In Foucaldian terms, the juxtaposition of the refugee child 

and the national community invents the object of its own knowledge, a uniquely 

moral national community caring for the innocent victims of war and 

persecution. In addition, what inevitably happens in this process of 

representation, almost regardless of the actual intentions of actors, is that they 

ignore or devalue the children's experiences at home. They relegate these 

diverse experiences to domain of an administrative genre, background history, 

relevant only if they had something to say about prospects of adaptation to the 

'normal' way of life in Britain. Yet in their experiences of persecution and 

resistance at home, those children developed forms of cultural capital that were 

critical in their own negotiations with the experience of exile. 

IV. Cultural capital in Europe 

The refugee children who arrived in Britain were not empty vessels, ignorant of 

the circumstances that brought about their evacuation. Rather these children, 

amongst the earliest victims of the fascist dictators, brought with them 

distinctive forms of what Seller-Schwartz has termed, in an important paper on 

refugee education, cultural and educational capital. 
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Those refugees who were interned in wartime Britain established an 

extraordinary range of educational and cultural activities during their 

imprisonment. In seeking to explain the provision and significance of academic 

and vocational courses, art exhibitions, theatrical productions and orchestral 

recitals in the internment camps, Seller-Schwartz argues that the 'cultural and 

educational capital' of the internees was crucial in shaping their experiences of 

exile: 

The internees ... brought with them educational and cultural capital rooted 
in a particular time, place and intellectual tradition; it was middle class, 
Central European, "classical". Other displaced groups have other kinds 
of educational and cultural capital, other intellectual and cultural 
traditions, and other needs.61 

Following Seller-Schwarz this study uses the concepts of cultural capital and 

educational agency to explore the ways in which refugee children shaped their 

experiences in exile. In order to understand exactly how the children did this, 

and to appreciate the denial of identity that took place in those processes of 

representation examined above, it is necessary to examine the kind of cultural 

capital that Jewish and Spanish children brought with them into exile. That is 

the aim of the following section that begins by sketching the cultural capital of 

the Spanish children and by noting two general social and demographic trends 

that contributed to the diversity of the group. 

First and most generally, the industrialised and comparatively wealthy Basque 

region had long attracted peasants from the rural and poverty-stricken south. In 

addition, therefore, to the long-established Basque population of the region, 

there were also sizeable immigrant communities around the major industrial 

towns of Bilbao, San Sebastian and Eibar. Indeed, it seems that both the 

exclusivity and extreme Catholicism of Basque nationalism - based primarily 

around notions of land and blood -were a reaction against, and consciously 

hostile to, the seemingly godless Spanish workers arriving from the south.62 

Basque nationalism was largely a movement of the middle and upper classes, 

promoting the Basque language and campaigning for regional autonomy. In 
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addition, it was hostile towards the seemingly radical politics that the migrant 

workers tended to sympathise with and promote.63 It is not necessary to 

elaborate further on these divisions here, but sufficient to simply appreciate that 

the industrial centres of the Basque region were ethnically diverse places with 

different national, social, political and religious points of identification for 

different peoples and classes. Any simple listing of geographical origins of the 

children would be unable to reflect these complexities, though it seems certain 

that the composition of the party of refugee children evacuated to Britain 

undoubtedly reflected these. 

Secondly, one of the consequences of the Civil War was to exacerbate the 

existing social, political, religious and ethnic diversity of the Basque region, 

particularly around the industrial centres. This can be simply explained by the 

retreat of internal refugees as the rebel forces advanced north in the spring of 

1937. When the bombing of Bilbao began in April1937, there were 

approximately one hundred thousand refugees in that city alone. It is highly 

probable that at least some of these internal refugees were subsequently 

evacuated to England and contributed to the diversity of the evacuation party. 

In addition to these generalised explanations there are a number of more 

specific factors that help account for the heterogeneity of the group. 

As has already been described, the evacuation party from Spain was carefully 

screened before its departure on the insistence of a British government 

carefully guarding its official position of neutrality in the Spanish Civil War. In 

particular, children were selected on the basis of their parents' political affiliation 

so that the profile of the entire group was designed to represent voting patterns 

in the previous elections.64 While the success of this operation is somewhat 

doubtful the children who evacuated to Britain were still a highly differentiated 

group. They came from agricultural backgrounds, the industrial working class 

and were also children of middle class civil servants and politicians. There were 

children of anarchists and communists, socialists and republicans, a group that 

together numbered 2,800. Alongside these were 1 ,200 young exiles whose 

parents were supporters of the conservative Basque Nationalist Party (PNV). In 

addition to these diverse social and political backgrounds, religion also 
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distinguished the refugees as atheists, agnostics, anti-clerics and practising 

Catholics. Moreover, though few seemed to realise at the time, the 

classification of children according to the social background, political affiliation 

and religious belief of their parents turned out not just to be an administrative 

convenience to aid the process of evacuation. Instead such descriptions were 

more or less accurate descriptions of the children themselves at the point of 

departure. 

A consequence of the ferocity and violence of the Civil War in Spain was 

maturity in the refugee children that belied the conceptions of innocent 

childhood that were so dominant in Britain. While it is obviously difficult to 

generalise on the experiences of a group of some four thousand refugees, the 

oral and written testimonies of the children, together with additional 

documentary evidence from the time, strongly suggest a number of common 

themes.65 First of all, Adrian Bell's narrative account of the children in England -

based heavily on oral history interviews - makes clear how most of the 

evacuees had personal experiences of at least one of the following; bombing 

raids, street-fighting, executions, dead bodies.66 One refugee child recalls: 

We used to walk anywhere and watch it- street fighting, 
executions ... bodies picked up and thrown on a lorry and taken away in 
front of everybody.67 

Whilst individuals remember these experiences in qualitatively different ways, 

from the 'dramatic and depressing atmosphere' that made for 'haunted 

memories', to adventure like memories of watching aerial'dog fights' in the 

street, they are certainly a common feature of the children's subsequent life

stories.68 Secondly, Bell's account also details how housing and food shortages, 

poor diet and other instances of material deprivation were a common 

experience for the children but shows how these conditions were a source of 

communal bonding, the foundation for what one evacuee described as the 

'enormous togetherness of the people'.69 Similarly, an adult helper on the 

evacuation to Britain remembered how the practical problems caused by the 

war created 'an atmosphere of .. .friendship and love between the people'.70 A 

third, and related point, is that all those experiences of the civil war were clearly 
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understood by the children in overtly political ways, as just one aspect of the 

continuing political battle between Fascists/Nationalists and 

Socialists/Republicans. One of the former refugee children, Amador Diaz, 

writes that: 

.. . we had lived for months in a civil war full of political implications. Even 
before the beginning of the conflict, politics were very much a part of 
everyday life in Spain.71 

Given both their experiences during the war, and their less frequent memories 

of persecution of parents for political beliefs before it, this political 

consciousness is hardly surprising. Yet it is important to appreciate just how 

central to their identity politics had become by the time the evacuees left for 

England. 

After experiences of bombing, food shortages, disrupted schooling and parents 

fighting in militias most of the children had some understanding of the war that 

had so obviously disrupted their lives. As a result many embraced the attitudes 

of their parents and were passionately and demonstrably anti-clerical, 

Communist, Socialist or Republican. By the time they arrived in England, these 

children were well-versed in political symbolism, gave clenched fists salutes 

wherever they went, cheered red sections of traffic lights and generally 

displayed what Legaretta describes as a 'political awareness uncommon in 

England even among adults'.72 Less radical but certainly no less perceptive 

were the children of Basque Nationalists who, interpreting the war as a national 

struggle of liberation of a Catholic people, remained loyal and practising 

Catholics. 

Politically and culturally, then, the children had a mature understanding of their 

own identity that mostly fell somewhere between the two extremes of working

class, international, revolutionary or alternatively middle-class, nationalist and 

republican. These differing kinds of cultural capital are important because they 

provided children with distinct frameworks for understanding and negotiating 

their experiences in exile. It is of particular interest to this study that education 

had been employed by many of the children as a means for developing these 
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overtly political identities. 

Alejandro Ferrer has described the use of education by workers' movements in 

Spain during this period as a method both of political resistance and as a tool 

for furthering ideological convictions.73 While Ferrer does not explicitly refer to 

children it seems clear that they used educational agency in a similar way to 

adults; as a means of shaping their own political and cultural identity. Indeed, 

this investment in education was something lauded by Helen Grant, a lecturer 

in Spanish at the University of Birmingham and a frequent speaker at rallies 

held by the NJC in support of the Republican government. Judging from her 

papers on the 'Background and Significance of the Spanish Conflict', Grant was 

both particularly interested in, and optimistic about, the educational 

experiments being carried out in Spain.74 In the work of Giner, Cossio, Castilleja 

-a group of Spanish educationists who may be loosely described as 

progressive - Grant saw the development of a 'nucleus of enlightened opinion' 

that would ultimately ensure the transformation of a 'medieval and backward 

society'. 75 Her evidence to support this theory was based partly on her frequent 

travels to Spain during the 1930s and one of her travel diaries -from March 

1937 - permits a closer study of the educational agency of Spanish children in 

this period. 

In March 1937 Grant travelled to Spain at the invitation of the Society of Friends 

and spent three weeks examining the provision of aid to refugees uprooted by 

the Civil War. Though these examinations took place, for the most part, in 

refugee 'colonies' in and around Catalonia, her descriptions of educational 

agency give a general sense of the way in which children in Spain were used to 

constructing their identities. Her first visit to a school was in Barcelona, where 

an anarchist school attempted 'to give free education in all senses of the word' 

and where, accordingly, 'there was to be no headmaster but a committee of 

parents, staff and children'.76 Mixed committees of this type were also a feature 

of a municipal school that was administered, Grant observed, along lines 

analogous to those recommended by the Dalton Plan. Here children as young 

as five shared in the organising and there was a marked absence of formal 

rules. Despite this freedom, the children - all of who 'come from very poor 
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homes' - are described as 'quiet and orderly', capable of producing 'beautiful 

printing and binding' and 'essays well above the standard of the average 

English child'.77 Educational agency, pupil freedom and co-operation are 

ubiquitous themes of the diary and could be quoted at length. The refugee 

colony at Pedrables was, for example, 'run on a self-government basis', a 

secondary school in Barcelona 'has no rules or restrictions other than those 

decided on by the children' and , in Perolles, a 'working school parliament' is 

observed .78 While it would be possible to continue quoting, Grant provides a 

succinct conclusion of her tours of educational establishments by writing that: 

The whole trend of education in Spain seems to be aiming at producing 
all round useful citizens and to provide an alternative to the intense 
individualism of the Spaniard. That the experiment is worth while seems 
certain since I was amazed everywhere by the way in which the children 
respond to the efforts made to get them to take responsibility. 79 

The defining characteristics of this holistic education were clearly pupil 

participation, constructive activity, individual expression and freedom. Such a 

programme may be taken as the Spanish variant of an international movement 

that championed a loosely defined 'child-centred' pedagogy as the most 

effective method for producing creative, 'balanced' and able citizens. As is clear 

from her diary entry, Grant was impressed with the transformative power of this 

type of education, ridding the individual of what, in another example of 

stereotypical perceptions, were regarded as backward national characteristics 

and, in the long-term, providing the means to modernise Spain. What was of 

secondary interest to Grant, but of significance for this study, was the way that 

children used their educational freedom as a means for furthering their interest 

in, and understanding of, domestic and international politics. 

As has already been discussed, Grant saw education as the basis of a national 

transition to secure political democracy and hoped to witness children who were 

creative, moderate or 'balanced'. She was, therefore, suspicious about, the use 

of education by groups she regarded as 'political extremists' as a means of 

political indoctrination. She approvingly records, for example, a conversation 

with a schoolteacher about the children's interest in politics in which she was 
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told that, 'politics were rather discouraged since some children were anarchists 

and some were socialists'.80 Yet, as this quotation suggests, and whatever the 

intentions of individual schoolteachers, children did develop definite political 

identities. Grant, moreover, cannot help but admit that such political identities 

had been at least partly fostered through educational agency and through the 

freedom that child-centred pedagogy gave to the children. There are a number 

of hints at this throughout the diary; children rushing out to buy and read 

newspapers, the recitation of tribute poems to militiamen, chalked 'Marxist 

phrases about the exploiters and the exploited' and 'markedly communistic' 

bedroom posters. All these may be taken as evidence of the politicised 

atmosphere of schools in the diary and indicative of the children's use of 

education in the widest sense to explore and develop their own cultural 

identities. The cultural capital they brought with them into exile was, therefore, 

acutely political and bound up both with their understanding of the civil war and 

the experiences they had undergone as a result of it. Amador Diaz is certain 

that 'most had a political awareness uncommon in England even among 

adults'.81 It is doubtful, however, whether those arranging the evacuation of 

these children from Spain understood the importance of this cultural capital or 

the political maturity of the young refugees. 

It is difficult to believe that every member of the BCC simply did not understand 

or appreciate the identity and cultural capital of the children who evacuated to 

Britain in 1937. After all, both committee members and a number of influential 

volunteers - Roberts, Manning and Grant, for example - had travelled to Spain 

both before and during the Civil War. It is reasonable to assume that, as a 

result of these trips, the BCC and at least some of the people who helped care 

for the children had an appreciation of the effect of the Civil War on the identity 

of the children. Yet while the publicity material of the BCC recognises and 

details the many instances of material deprivation endured by the children, 

there is little or no attempt to explain the more qualitative or subjective 

differences between the children. More specifically, there is no recognition of 

the diverse backgrounds of the children, no public recognition of their diverse 

and sometimes radical politics and, generally, no attempt to explain the real 

complexities behind the simplistic labelling of the children as Basque. Indeed, 
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even where the radical politics of children was privately recognised, as in 

Grant's diary, there seems to have been a tendency to regard it as a temporary 

result of war, as a condition to be corrected rather than respected. Rather than 

not realising the diversity of the evacuated children, it seems more likely that a 

policy decision was taken to present the children to the population of Britain as 

Basque. 

In the absence of documentary evidence citing a conscious decision to present 

the evacuated children as Basque, any conclusions on this issue must be 

provisional and, to a degree, speculative. Nonetheless, given the evidence 

included in this chapter on the representation of the children in Britain, it 

certainly seems reasonable to suggest that the positive connotations 

associated with Basques was something that the BCC attempted to exploit. In 

any case, the same thought clearly occurred to Jim Fyrth when he was 

researching his book on the Aid Spain Movement in Britain. In an interview of 

1976 with the international volunteer and later teacher of the children Tony 

Mclean, Fyrth wondered whether the labelling of the children as Basque had 

been 'emotive'.82 Mclean was not a serving member of the BCC so would not 

have been party to any central policy decision and yet, after outlining the 

diversity of the evacuated group he was prepared to admit that there were 

some 'misunderstandings' in Britain with regard to the children. These 

misunderstandings were, it has been shown in this chapter, partly by design. As 

will become clear in chapter four, they had serious repercussions for the 

experiences of those children in Britain. 

Broadly speaking, those Jewish children who were evacuated to Britain on the 

Children's Transports can be crudely divided into two distinct sections. The first 

group, and by far the largest with a proportion of around 75 per cent, were 

those children who hailed from the economically comfortable and assimilated 

cultural milieu of the Jewish bourgeoisie. Included in this broad category are 

both the children of Reform and Liberal Jews, as well as those young people 

whose families had either considered themselves non-practising, or ceased to 

think of themselves as Jewish at all until the development of state-sponsored 

anti-Semitism forced them to recognise their Jewish genealogy. The second 
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group, with a proportion that the Movement estimated at almost 25 per cent, 

consisted of those children who came from Orthodox Jewish backgrounds. 

These were the so-called Ostjuden (Eastern Jews) who, as the name suggests, 

had arrived in Central Europe as immigrants and refugees from Russia, Poland 

and other states further east. This was overwhelmingly a working-class 

community but with distinctive forms of communal organisation that developed 

from the continued observance of dietary laws, dress codes and the Sabbath. 

In contrast to the assimilated community, children from Orthodox backgrounds, 

aided by Jewish schooling, often identified solely or primarily as Jews. In these 

broad details the Movement's statistics were probably accurate. What the 

Movement lacked, however, was an imaginative appreciation of how these 

'backgrounds' developed different forms of cultural capital that shaped the 

children's experiences of anti-Semitism at home and their exile abroad. 

Bertha Leverton, herself a former Kindertransport refugee, has both written and 

spoken widely about her experiences of exile in Britain.83 She has also been 

instrumental in organising reunion events for former Kinderstransport children 

and, as a result of these activities, is particularly well placed to reflect on the 

qualitative nature of the whole evacuation process. For the purposes of this 

study, one of her most telling observations has been that 'German children 

were hit very hard by what happened', they 'lost their true nationality' and to 

these children the 'Kindertransport was pure heartbreak'.84 The contrast 

Leverton draws between the experiences of orthodox children like herself and 

those of assimilated German children is important and perceptive. It 

encapsulates the way in which that administrative category of 'background' 

could contain real and important differences in the experiences and identity of 

individual children. Whilst it is obviously impossible to do full justice to the 

different experiences of each individual child, three broad themes can be 

usefully examined here. The first of these themes concerns that process of 

identifying Jews in Germany and Austria. 

The criteria for the legal identification of Jews - and the simultaneous 

identification of all those susceptible to the development of Nazi anti-Semitism -

were spelt out in detail in the Citizenship Law of September 1935. Introduced 
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as a component part of the notorious Nuremburg Laws, the Citizenship Law 

introduced a number of differentiated levels of Jewish ness whose complex 

demarcation cannot be adequately described in the space available here.85 

Suffice it to say, however, that in the more or less precise definition of full, 

three-quarter and half-Jews, as well as in the classification of 'mixed-breeds' 

Misch/inge, Judaism was no longer a characteristic of Jews, whether Orthodox 

or assimilated. Rather, Judaism became a quality of genetic inheritance, a 

biological trait capable, in the language of state-sponsored anti-Semitism, of 

'contaminating' practising Christians as well as Jews. Jewishness, in short, 

became something that was violently imposed by the Nazi government, not 

freely chosen by individuals, on the basis of family genealogy. This genealogy 

was recorded, it might be added, in a centrally held card index.86 This legal 

process of identification both legitimated existing discrimination against those 

categorised as Jews and laid the foundations of the persecution still to come. 

The emergence of this persecution has been fully covered elsewhere but it is 

worth reflecting on the kinds of experiences that Jewish youth, first in Germany 

and then in Austria after the ansch/uss of March 1938, were subjected to. For 

whilst individual experiences differed, nearly all children experienced some 

discrimination and most knew why. As Arno Penzias puts it, 'I began to realise 

that there were bad things that my parents couldn't completely control, 

something to do with being Jewish'.87 

Lisa Pine has persuasively argued how education in Nazi Germany was 

'downgraded to a deterministic process of socialisation' that sought to imbue 

children with the three central concepts of the Nazi worldview, 'race, community 

and leader'.88 As early as October 1933 the Council for Germany Jewry had 

before it a report compiled by the Breslau based academic Professor Cohn in 

which he wrote that: 

.. .from the educational aims of the German schools, as repeatedly 
proclaimed by the Reich Ministry of the Interior ... it is clear that the 
Jewish pupils must stand outside the living school community.89 

As evidence of this Cohn cited changes in the curriculum and, in particular, the 

introduction of rassenkunde or 'race' science whose aim was, as one teaching 
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handbook put in 1938, to emphasise the 'conflict between the German people 

and the Jews and the blood distinction between the two groups'.90 The 

imperatives of the entirely fictitious community of blood did not only mean the 

introduction of rassenkunde (" 'racial' science"), nor even the expropriation of 

history, biology, German language and physical education as mediums for the 

promotion of Nazi ideology. It also meant changes in staffing and attendance 

(the dismissal of Jewish teachers and the imposition of controls over the 

attendance of Jewish children), spatial segregation (Jewish children isolated in 

and outside of the classroom), and the control and surveillance of pupil 

relationships. Nazi ideology shaped, in other words, every aspect of the school 

day. Cohn ended his report by cautioning that 'the young feel nothing so 

acutely as exclusion and isolation' and that consequently these were 

experiences that were sure to 'have a fateful experience upon their whole life'.91 

The testimonies of future refugee children, even those who remained in state 

schooling for a relatively short period, confirm the impact of isolation, exclusion 

and sometimes physical attacks.92 

Whilst increasing numbers of Jewish children were withdrawn from school 

because of this persecution, approximately one-half of all Jewish children in 

Germany remained in public elementary schools until November 1938 when 

their attendance was finally prohibited altogether. Excluded from public schools, 

cinemas, swimming pools, theatre and playgrounds, Jewish children became 

increasingly isolated from the rest of society. Yet in this isolation those children 

identified as Jews developed strategies of resistance. 

The third and final theme to be examined here relating to the children's 

experiences before evacuation is that of resistance. For while Jewish children 

were identified and inscribed by 'racial' ideology, and whilst persecution 

followed this identification, it would be a mistake see the children simply as 

passive victims of Nazi aggression. Instead, many middle-class and assimilated 

families reacted to the imposition of this identity and its consequences by both 

positively re-acquainting themselves with Judaism and making preparations for 

emigration. In part this was a material and pragmatic decision since more and 

more families became dependent on Jewish communal organisations for 
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support. Yet, in many cases it was also a genuine attempt to re-fashion 

individual identities through the deployment of specific forms of educational 

capital. 

One of the requests made in Professor Cohn's report for the Council for 

German Jewry in October 1936 was for finances to support the establishment 

of fifty new Jewish schools and the expansion of forty others. In the absence of 

precise figures on the expansion of Jewish schooling across Central Europe, it 

has not been possible to establish how far Cohn's appeal was met. 

Nonetheless, a Council for German Jewry Report on its work during 1936 

estimates that over half of all children of school age were being educated in the 

Jewish system as opposed to just one fifth in 1933.93 Whilst there has been 

some debate both on the responsibility for and the scale of the development of 

Jewish schools, they were quite clearly characterised by an educational 

philosophy uniquely suited to the wider social and political situation. Cohn 

argued in 1933 that the aims of this Jewish education should have three broad 

aims. Firstly, it should attempt to nurture a new school community that, in turn, 

would help children recover their 'poise'.94 Secondly, it should give proper 

consideration to the 'necessary occupational readjustment of German Jewry in 

the direction of manual and agricultural work by providing technical and 

commercial instruction'. Thirdly, given the likely 'emigration of a number of 

Jewish youth, instruction in foreign languages and thorough tuition in Hebrew 

must be provided at such schools'. In pursuing these aims, children became 

used to deploying their educational capital to meet specific needs. 

It seems that most of Jewish schools placed religious instruction at the centre of 

the curriculum with the Bible becoming a central study text and lessons in 

Hebrew, Jewish culture and history. As the former schoolteacher Martin Purely 

put it, the aim was to help 'the young generation to find in Judaism an answer 

to, or at least consolation for, the cruel problems of the day', to restore the 

children's 'self-respect' by becoming 'conscious again of their spiritual heritage 

of 3,500 years'.95 In addition to the recovery of individual and communal dignity, 

the children were prepared for emigration through a curriculum and pedagogy 

that would enable the child to 'find his way abroad and to fit him into his new 
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surroundings'.96 As a result, school lessons in Latin were introduced in order to 

try and systemise the learning of English and French, whilst all geography 

lessons - designed to introduce children to possible places of emigration -were 

also conducted in English. 'Foreign newspapers, stamps, gramophone records' 

were utilised to introduce children to new cultures, 'show life from a different 

angle', and illustrate how children would need to 'adopt themselves to the 

customs of their new homes'.97 These educational aims- the recovery of Jewish 

dignity and preparation for emigration - are perhaps best symbolised in the 

study of Anglo or Jewish-American writers (Zwangill and Golding) whose work 

showed both a pride in Judaism and an adaptation to life in other countries. 

For middle-class assimilated children, transfer to a Jewish school and this kind 

of curriculum meant the development of a new relationship with their Judaism 

and a strengthening of what Pine calls the 'Jewish self-awareness of the 

children who attended them'.98 However, this was not always easy. Maria, for 

example, says that she found it easier to identify with the children in the 

German Junior school than with her new Jewish classmates.99 Nonetheless, it is 

clear from their testimonies that many refugee children found the schools 

important and supportive in coming to terms both with their experiences in 

public schools and with the wider development of anti-Semitism in Germany 

and Austria. These schools and the simultaneous development of Zionist 

camps and training centres throughout Central Europe in this period set an 

important precedent for future refugee children. 100 Though the children had 

been arbitrarily labelled and persecuted, education was crucial as a strategy of 

resistance and as a method for recovering lost dignity and self-respect. It gave 

the children an opportunity to explore their Jewish identity and offered them a 

method of preparing for emigration. Education became, in short, a tool for the 

community that helped develop both a positive sense of Jewish identity and a 

strategy for coping with imminent emigration. 

In the management of the evacuation process there was however little 

recognition of this educational agency. Instead, in the administrative process of 

representation, in the recording of biographical and educational details, the 

young people arriving in Britain were inscribed with a set of characteristics. 
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They were all German, they were Jewish (Orthodox, Liberal, Reform or non

practising), or Christian, more or less healthy, more or less well educated, had 

a range of vocational skills. At one level, this is clearly a simple and necessary 

bureaucratic procedure for helping children and workers across Britain trying to 

care for them. Yet, as has been argued in this chapter, since this process 

cannot be isolated from wider relationships of social power it also operates at 

another level and has, perhaps unintended, consequences. So while the details 

on the index card are necessarily just a selection of the children's experiences 

at home, that process of selection is not, however, neutral. It invents categories 

of detail- background, health, training and education- according to the overall 

aims of policy and arranges them in a hierarchy of importance. As the very 

name suggests, 'background' is of relatively minor importance. Health, training 

and education, on the other hand, assess individual aptitudes and attitudes and 

form the basis of a judgement on what the child might become. This, of course, 

was the ultimate purpose of index cards and file reports -the measurement of 

the refugee child against an imagined and ideal type of Englishness. As was 

argued earlier, progress in these records is always recorded as movement and, 

more or less implicitly, it is a movement towards an English national ideal. 

There is not one that records and applauds the absence of change, not one 

that congratulates the child that on remaining the same or cherishing their past. 

In the process of selection, recording and duplication are reified. In other words, 

the information on the index card comes not only to represent the refugee but 

also, in very practical and material ways, to constitute the child. As shown 

earlier, the absence of change required intervention - more education, more 

social time with English children -to speed the process along. These 

interventions obviously depended on a view of the child as endlessly malleable, 

as something that could be produced to a more or less pre-determined plan. 

That view, however, did not fully appreciate the children's experience of using 

education as a tool for exploring and developing personal identities. For whilst 

these children were subjected to a process of assimilation and inscription a 

great many of them, as will become clear in chapter five, effectively resisted this 

process by employing the specific forms of educational capital they had learnt 

at home. 
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V. Conclusions 

The process of representing refugee children, whether in public films or private 

administrative procedures, were not neutral but rather formative processes 

which decisively shaped the experiences of refugee children in Britain. The 

representation of the children - in both the Spanish and the Jewish cases -

aggregated individual experiences and crudely labelled children into a number 

of categories. The children who arrived from the Spanish Civil War were 

specifically Basque, and therefore Catholic. The children who came from 

Central Europe were overwhelmingly German, and a majority were Jewish. It 

should be recalled that these labels were inaccurate and simplistic. They were 

unable to do justice to the variety of experiences and the complexity of issues 

surrounding identity that resulted from those experiences. Nonetheless, having 

been labelled and inscribed the children were then measured against an 

imagined Englishness. After taking into account the predicted period of 

evacuation, the process of representation translated itself into more or less 

precise policies to manage the refugee children. 

Whilst those management policies are contrasted in more detail in the two 

chapters that follow, it is clear from the evidence presented here, that Jewish 

children were seen as a potential danger whose behaviour needed to be 

tracked and monitored. This gave rise to an administrative system that recorded 

progress towards the kind of class based notion of national identity that was 

examined in the first study of this chapter. While it is almost certain that lists of 

Spanish refugee children were collated, they were certainly not as voluminous 

as those pertaining to the Jewish children and were more like a single list than 

a document continually updated. The difference can be explained by both the 

financial resources of the two respective refugee agencies -the Movement was, 

in comparison with the BCC wealthy - but more suggestively in the predicted 

length and consequences of Jewish, as opposed to Basque, evacuation. 

Though Jews were dangerous aliens who were frequently imagined as the very 

antithesis of Englishness, it was shown in chapter two that, for reasons of 

political expediency and economic necessity, this temporary evacuation of 
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children quickly took on a more permanent character. In order to help ensure 

the direction of children to manual occupations, thus solving certain labour 

shortages in the British economy, the children had to be both supervised but 

also equipped with requisite skills. Indeed, as has been shown in this chapter, 

the regime of the index card and the file report specifically recorded the 

vocational abilities of each child. Yet whilst there were obvious differences in 

the nature and extent of the representation of the children, in one broad area 

they achieved the same effect. 

The representation of refugee children in Britain sought to establish their 

identity, fix their position in British society and subject them to a set of policies 

deemed appropriate for each group. As will become clear in the following 

chapters, this sometimes meant subjecting children to religious, educational or 

training episodes were wholly unsuitable for them. In reacting both to these 

experiences and resisting attempts to fix their place in society, children 

employed sophisticated forms of cultural capital to shape their own responses 

to exile. 
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Chapter Four 

Spanish Children in Britain: Exile, Identity and Education. 

We promise him that we shall be very docile and we shall obey our English 
friends in everything they tell us. 1 

(Extract from a letter written by a group of refugees to Prime Minister Stanley 
Baldwin, 19 June 1937.) 

Introduction 

On the 23 May 1937 nearly 4,000 Spanish refugee children sailed into 

Southampton Harbour after a gruelling three day voyage from Bilbao. Though 

the group was tired and many children had suffered from sickness on a stormy 

crossing of the Atlantic, there was a sense of anticipation and excitement 

amongst the young refugees.2 On disembarkation the children were thrilled with 

the colour and enthusiasm that greeted their arrival. 'Everything was bunting, 

flags, music playing' recalls one, 'we thought we were awakening from a 

nightmare or dreaming'.3 However, the flags and bunting were not hung to greet 

children fleeing a revolutionary war but were leftover from what was (and is) 

arguably the quintessential institutional celebration of British national identity -

the coronation of a new monarch. 

The social historian David Cannadine has argued that coronations are 'one of 

those great royal rituals' in which the royal family, representing the 'national 

family', appear as 'the embodiment of consensus, stability and community'. 4 

There is perhaps something symbolic in the fact that the children from Spain 

arrived in the immediate aftermath of this ritualised celebration of the 

consensual national family. For in this coincidence it is possible to read the way 

in which British (or English) national values would shadow the children in Britain 

and help shape their experience of exile. Indeed, that is the central theme of 

both this and the following chapter. Both explore the ways in which ideas about 

national identity shaped the policies of refugee agencies in Britain. 

This chapter is organised around a critical narrative of the policies developed to 

receive, settle and care for the Spanish refugee children in Britain. It begins by 
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exploring the social and political context in which these policies were developed 

and details how and why Stanley Baldwin's National Government insisted, 

initially at least, on the isolation of the children in a specially constructed 

refugee camp some five miles outside Southampton. Despite this period of 

isolation in the 'Basque Children's Camp', both popular and government fears 

about the health and behaviour of the children persisted. As a result, a policy of 

dispersal was implemented, so that the children were split into groups and sent 

to homes and institutions across the country. An exploration of the dispersal 

and education of the children in some of these 'Basque Children's Colonies' 

follows, paying particular attention to the ways in which children deployed their 

cultural capital in order to shape their experiences of exile. 

It is worth recalling here the important point established in the preceding 

chapter on the identity of the refugee children evacuated to Britain. Simplifying 

for a moment, the children from Spain can be divided into a Catholic middle 

class group and an atheistic or anti-clerical working class group. In the analysis 

that follows the broad focus is on the way in which the forms of 'cultural capital' 

the children took from these different communities shaped their experience of 

exile. Here the term 'cultural capital' simply refers to that aggregate of social, 

political and educational experiences that framed the identity of the children 

prior to their migration. By deploying various forms of this cultural capital 

children either acceded to or resisted the power of the state and various 

voluntary agencies in order to shape their own exile. 

This chapter draws on newspaper reports, parliamentary debates, government 

papers, the remaining records of refugee agencies and the testimony of former 

refugee children to argue that the methods of settling the children in England 

were based on specific ideas about national identity. Using these sources, it 

constructs a newly critical narrative of refugee settlement in Britain that 

highlights themes of ordered settlement and control that are missing or 

marginalised in existing accounts of the Spanish children in Britain. In doing so, 

it pays particular attention to the influence of a medical discourse that held the 

children up as suitable objects for isolation and containment in a reception 

camp and then for dispersal across Britain. Whilst the oral and written testimony 

of some of the children is drawn on throughout, it is particularly useful in the 
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final section of this chapter that evaluates the importance of exile in shaping the 

identity of former refugee children. The aim throughout the chapter, it is worth 

repeating, is to trace the ways in which perceptions of national identity shaped 

the children's exile and how, in turn, the children drew on their cultural capital to 

shape their own experiences. 

I. Origins and development of refugee policy for Spanish children. 

Any account of the origins and development of refugee policy for Spanish 

children must begin by recalling the broader social context in which refugee 

policy was formulated. As has been shown in the preceding chapters of this 

study, this was a context in which Spain was seen as both socially and 

politically 'backward' and in which any popular listing of Spanish characteristics 

would almost certainly feature violence, cruelty and selfish individualism. 

Despite the best efforts of the Basque Children's Committee to present the 

young refugees as specifically Basque, a concern about these 'Spanish' 

characteristics can be quite clearly traced in the development of refugee policy 

in Britain. 

As a starting point, it is worth noting that Baldwin's National government insisted 

on a specific form of administration to record the entry of refugees to Britain. 

This system was outlined to officials of the National Joint Committee for 

Spanish Relief (NJCSR) by representatives of the Home Office and Ministry of 

Health at a meeting on the 15 May 1937. At this meeting 'the vital importance of 

the identification and registration of the children was explained to the 

Committee, and, 'Mr Roberts was informed that an identification disc or some 

similar contrivance must be regarded as essential'.5 In a telegram despatched 

to Consul Stevenson in Bilbao on the same day further information is given on 

these 'essential' details. For each refugee it was necessary to record the 'full 

names of each child, sex and date of birth, full names of parents, next of kin, 

also last permanent address in Bilbao or other town or village'.6 In comparison 

to the index cards of the Jewish refugee children examined in the previous 

chapter, this system of registration records only the most basic of details. There 

is no record here of the education, welfare or health of the children. The 

absence of details on education and welfare indicates how, despite government 
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fears 'that the children might have to remain in this country for a considerable 

period', the evacuation was seen as a temporary measure expected to last for 

no more than three months.7 As far as health was concerned, the government's 

only interest was ensuring that any children who did arrive in Britain must have 

passed successive medical inspections.8 In other words, there was little interest 

in recording background factors that might affect any assimilation process but 

rather a concentration on recording those details that would enable the 

government to settle the refugees safely and enable them all to be traced when 

the time for repatriation came. In the case of the Spanish children, in short, the 

records demanded by central government were an administrative system 

designed to track the movement and facilitate the repatriation of children to 

Spain. This can be seen by the commitment to fingerprinting. 

Some sense of the importance the government attached to this tracking system 

can be seen by the following extract from that meeting on the 15 May with the 

NJCSR in which the Home Office and Ministry of Health officials stated that: 

It was almost certain that on arrival of the children in the UK the Home 
Office would require to take the finger prints of each child, as this was the 
only entirely satisfactory method of identification known. A central 
register of Basque children refugees would be set up in the Home Office 
and the identification cards containing all the foregoing particulars would 
be retained there.9 

Though the subsequent accounts of the arrival of the refugee children do not 

include any references to fingerprinting, it is indicative of the degree of 

suspicion and anxiety that surrounded the evacuation that a compulsory 

programme of fingerprinting was seriously considered by the Home Office. The 

proposed central register of refugees, now missing but certainly once in 

existence, was not, as in the case of the Jewish refugees, to record progress 

towards assimilation but simply a method of identifying, and therefore 

controlling, the refugee population.10 As was shown in the preceding chapter, 

the very existence of a bureaucratic system to record the arrival of the children 

should not be underestimated, nor uncritically accepted as simply inevitable 

under the alien legislation of the period. Instead the bureaucracy of refugee 

settlement played an important part in the construction of the refugee as a 

problem to be monitored and controlled. 
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The purpose and significance of the refugee bureaucracy becomes clear when 

it is viewed in its historical context. Just twenty years before the arrival of the 

refugee children from Spain the arrest and detainment of enemy aliens in the 

First World War had been made possible only by a secret system of monitoring 

and registration set up by the Home Office in the period immediately before the 

war.11 The system of registration set up to record refugees from Spain was 

similar in so much as it gave central government a method for monitoring the 

children and, in doing so, protecting a fragile and insular English national 

identity. In effect, the desire to protect Englishness that is indicated by the 

discussion on fingerprinting led to the criminalisation of the children even before 

they had arrived in England. The perceived need to process the children in a 

manner similar to criminals is suggestive of the state's desire to control the 

settlement of these refugees in carefully proscribed ways. The resulting 

bureaucratic system set up by government to enumerate and monitor the 

refugee children would have been simply unimaginable just fifty years earlier, 

when Britain operated an unrestricted refugee policy for anyone claiming 

asylum. What had changed in the meantime were conceptions of national 

identity. The once confident assertions on the superiority of the British Empire 

had been replaced in the 1930s by a desire to protect the English from 

'dangerous aliens'. 

In retrospect, it is perhaps difficult to appreciate just how seriously government 

officials took the political and medical threats seemingly posed by refugee 

children from Spain. The political threat is perhaps the most difficult to 

understand but is encapsulated in an observation made by Sir Henry Chilton, 

the British ambassador in San Sebastian, in a cautionary telegram he sent to 

the Foreign Office on the 9 May 1937. Chilton noted with concern that 'refugees 

in Havana were almost entirely children who landed with clenched fists and 

singing the internationale' and recommended that the government should insist 

on impartiality in the selection of refugees if 'they wish to avoid repetition of this 

abuse'.12 Similar warnings arrived at the Foreign Office from Mexico where the 

refugee children were reported to be 'in complete contrast with docile and 

seraphic Mexican infants ... within their first week in Morelia the little guests have 

distinguished themselves by stoning a church'. 13 As if to confirm the veracity of 
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these reports, Sir George Mounsey, a senior official at the Foreign Office, 

appended a hand written note in which he remarked that 'stoning seems to be a 

favourite pastime of Spanish infants'.14 

The anxiety of civil servants about the politics and behaviour of the children 

were shared, to at least some degree by government ministers. At a ministerial 

meeting called on Thursday 13 May to discuss the possible arrival of the 

children in Britain , for example, First Lord of the Admiralty Samuel Hoare 

suggested that: 

... once responsibility had been accepted for the children in this country, 
they would remain here for the rest of their lives and would become a 
centre of propaganda and discontent.15 

This document clearly illustrates how there was an underlying fear in 

government circles that the children would bring with them a revolutionary spirit 

capable of unsettling the famed stability of British politics. As a result, the 

Foreign Office attempted to exclude as many politicised refugee children as 

possible by selecting children according to a principle of impartiality that, as was 

shown in chapter two, was designed in order to restrict the number of politically 

radical refugee children from arriving in Britain. However, partly for reasons of 

diplomacy, and partly no doubt for fear of being ridiculed by those making more 

sober assessments of the arrival of the children, few politicians articulated their 

concern about the politics and behaviour of the children in public. Instead, 

opposition to the children usually found expression in the apparently objective 

and extended discussions on the public health problems posed by the refugees. 

A crucial element in the surveillance and control of the Spanish refugee children 

was a medical discourse that held the ch!ldren up as a suitable group for 

isolation, observation and intervention. The origin of this discourse can be 

linked back to those popular perceptions of Spain as culturally backward, an 

important element of which was an emphasis on the Spanish as unhygienic and 

disease ridden. The first documentary evidence of this association in 

government circles is the Home Office instruction to Wilfred Roberts on 28 April 

1937 that should any children be evacuated to England 'it would be necessary 

to be assured that they were free from infectious or contagious disease'.16 
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Following up this warning, officials from the Home Office and the Ministry of 

Health met with representatives of the NJCSR on the 14 May, and hosted a 

wider meeting with all those religious, political and humanitarian bodies 

interested in the evacuation of the children on the 15 May.17 On both occasions 

the medical dangers posed by the arrival of the children were outlined by 

government officials and the risk of a trachoma epidemic was discussed at 

some length. If an indication were needed of the significance of these 

discussions, it is perhaps worth noting that similar deliberations, and particularly 

the emphasis on trachoma, had led directly to the first restrictive immigration 

legislation in Britain in the form of the 1905 Aliens Act. 18 

Government officials chose to raise the spectre of importing infectious diseases 

with the children despite the fact that, at a ministerial meeting on the arrival of 

the children on the 13 May, Dr, T. Carnwath unequivocally: 

... explained that the position from the medical point of view was that 
there was very little information as to the incidents of the infectious 
diseases in Spain, but in any case this would not greatly affect the care 
of the children if they came here provided that they were properly 
housed, not over-crowded, adequatell fed and clothed, the medical 
aspects of the problem were simple.1 

In short, the medical advice from the Ministry of Health, given the day before 

meetings with NJCSR officials, came down to nothing more technical than the 

fact that the children would need clean, spacious housing and a healthy, 

nutritional diet. However, in spite of this sober assessment of the medical 

situation, government officials chose to continue stressing the medical dangers 

of evacuating the children to England in their meetings with the NJCSR. Since 

the Ministry of Health's medical advice was that the children posed no specific 

threat, it can only be surmised that their continued reference to public health 

was motivated by something other than or additional to the actual medical 

dangers of evacuation. Moreover, this opposition was not just a matter of 

political expediency in trying to adhere to a policy of non-intervention in the 

Spanish Civil War. Rather, what Home Secretary Simon found, 

... so disturbing is the prospect of these children arriving here in large 
numbers, where language, food, customs, climate and environment are 
utterly strange.20 

169 



There is no reason to suspect that John Simon's concern for the children here is 

anything other than genuine, so his expressed misgivings about the children's 

evacuation to Britain must be taken as well meaning. However, the concern of 

Home Secretary for the children's welfare is, in part at least, motivated by a 

conception of nations as homogeneous and closed nations. For what troubled 

Simon, and what requires the intervention of his ministry, is quite simply the 

arrival in England of large numbers of children from a different culture. 

Throughout negotiations with the NJCSR, the government made it clear that 

whilst it thought the evacuation inadvisable, if it went ahead it would retain 

overall control over the whole process. This was made clear in a press release 

prepared by the Home Secretary on 18 May to announce the government's 

acceptance of the evacuation plan prepared by the NJCSR. The press release 

was prepared 'in consultation with Mr Wilfred Roberts' and detailed 

arrangements for the evacuation of 4,000 children to England: 

The children will all be between the ages of 5 and 15 and care has been 
taken to select them from all creeds and classes without distinction of 
political attachments. The authorities in this country have, of course, 
been concerned to be satisfied that when the children arrive they will be 
dealt with by detailed arrangements for their distribution, accommodation 
and care.21 

The emphasis here on detailed arrangements for the children's reception clearly 

implies a carefully controlled settlement of the refugees. In fact, because the 

government did not wish to be closely associated with the evacuation that was 

widely criticised in Nationalist Spain, what it attempted to do was set the 

parameters of policy and then let the NJCSR and the BCC proceed 

independently. A two-stage policy had been outlined in the meetings in May 

1937. The first step was the medical examination of the children before 

disembarkation followed by their transfer to the 'reception camp at 

Southampton, and after resting there for a .short period' the children would 

'proceed to their permanent quarters' in the second stage of dispersal across 

Britain.22 Both stages are worth reflecting on in detail for what they reveal about 

the way the arrival of the children was understood. 
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The terms 'rest camp', or sometimes 'reception station', can be taken as 

euphemisms for the 'medical inspection and other such precautionary 

measures' that the Ministry of Health instructed the BCC to carry out.23 Neither 

Legaretta nor Bell pays detailed attention to the perceived necessity for a camp 

or its location at North Stoneham, a tiny hamlet some five miles outside 

Southampton. Both authors see the necessity for and location of the Camp as a 

pragmatic and practical decision based mainly on the expected duration of the 

period of exile; Only for Three Months as the title of Bell's book has it.24 Given 

the widely predicted temporary nature of the exile, in other words, a temporary 

camp was thought quite suitable for a summer exile in Britain. Yet there is 

evidence to suggest that there were rather more ideological reasons for the 

setting up of a single refugee camp. An editorial in the Manchester Guardian 

hinted at these when it described: 

The purpose of the camp ... is to enable the children to become 
acclimatised to our conditions and to serve as a clearing house from 
which they are to be distributed to their various new homes.25 

It will become clear in the narrative of the children's arrival that follows that 'our 

conditions' is an oblique reference to national standards of health, behaviour 

and conduct which the children were expected to observe. The Basque 

Children's Camp was not, in other words, simply a matter of practicality but an 

indication of popular perceptions of national identity in the 1930s. The camp is 

both a material reflection of the period's concern with the fragility of national 

identity - in its containment of dangerous aliens - and an attempt to share the 

redemptive powers of the English countryside with the victims of a bitter civil 

war- in its concern for education and health. In other words, the camp had a 

dual function. The first is the control and surveillance of the refugee population, 

the second is the education and recuperation of refugee children, healing both 

their minds and bodies after the horrors of modern warfare. The tensions 

between the camp as an educational space and a method of control are 

explored in more detail below. For the moment it is the second stage of 

reception policy - the distribution of the children across the country- that 

requires some explanation. 
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The second stage in the reception policy laid down by central government was 

the distribution of the children to suitable institutions across the country. The 

precise reasons for this demand are not clearly articulated. However, this was 

something that the NJCSR had always envisaged but nonetheless the Prime 

Minister was: 

.. . glad to learn that your scheme is not one for the adoption of these 
children into British homes ... in the interests of the children it is essential 
that they should retain their national association and return to Spain as 
soon as possible.26 

If the priorities of the government were to let the children retain their national 

association and return them to Spain, the purpose of distributing them across 

the country is not clear. Certainly, it made the actual repatriation of the children 

both more expensive and more difficult to organise than it otherwise might have 

been. Two reasons can be suggested here. The first requires little elaboration 

and simply relates to the Ministry of Health's concern about the 'accommodation 

at the camp' which they found 'by no means suitable for so large a number of 

children as 4,000, even for a short period'. As a result, distribution was to take 

place as quickly as possible. The second reason for the distribution of the 

children across the country is not documented in any detail at government level. 

This necessitates some rather speculative thought at this juncture, though this 

speculation has been informed by the more closely documented distribution of 

the Jewish children that is explained in the following chapter. 

The government's insistence on the dispersal of children can be speculatively 

related to concerns about the concentration of what it considered to be alien 

and ill-disciplined refugees in a small area. Historians have commonly noted 

how a consistent strand of hostility towards all migrant groups in Britain has 

been a complaint against the density of alien settlement in specific districts of 

large towns and cities.27 Anti-immigrant protestors have persistently expressed 

their opposition to this density of settlement in terms of the 'swamping' or 

'flooding' of national culture. There is no reason to suppose that these Spanish 

refugee children were removed from what, at bottom, were aesthetic 

judgements on how many aliens it was desirable to have in any given area. For 

example, one local resident of Eastleigh wrote to the Hampshire Chronicle 
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simultaneously advising and warning Minister of Health Kingsley Wood that he 

'need not fear of the declining birth rates, a few years hence the country will be 

crowded with dagoes'.28 Given the chance to operate some control over the 

process of alien settlement, to combat this kind of local opposition, the 

government attempted to forestall criticisms that the country was being flooded 

with 'Red Children' by distributing them right across England, Wales and 

Scotland.29 

From the evidence presented here it is clear that the Home Office and the 

Ministry of Health saw the camps not just as an administrative expedient but 

rather as an important method of controlling the arrival of the children. The 

camp was envisaged as a kind of medical isolation ward where the vastly 

exaggerated threat from the children to public health could be monitored. In 

addition, the perceived medical threat that led to the establishment of the camp 

allowed the government to dictate the interaction between the children and the 

British people. The Basque Children's Camp had its own guards who vetted 

approved visitors and issued camp passes and when it closed down in 

September 1937 the children were distributed far and wide across the country. 

In first of all isolating the children in the camp and then dispersing the children 

right across the country, the medical, political and social threat posed by the 

children was, at least in terms of government thinking, controlled, diluted and 

contained. Having outlined the philosophy and aims of refugee policy, the focus 

now switches to the practical operation of that policy and the ways in which 

perceptions of Englishness affected the experiences of refugee children in 

Britain. 

II. Arrival and settlement of Spanish refugee children. 

In the detailed newspaper coverage on the children's first week in exile, the 

young refugees are idiomatically presented as passive and innocent victims of 

war. There is a clear emphasis on the children's experiences of material 

deprivation and, in particular, the 'terrible stories [they) had to tell of the civil 

war'.30 'Several children had escaped the slaughter of Guernica' and 'some 

children talked about the air raids on Bilbao' but 'often the mere mention of 

these horrors caused many of them to break down completely'.31 At this early 
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stage there is little or no reporting that does not present the children as the 

innocent victims of the barbarity of modern warfare. However, as the policies 

instituted for the children's reception clearly show, the reported innocence of the 

children did not obviate the perceived need to settle the children in very specific 

ways. 

As has already been argued, one reason for the close management of refugee 

settlement was the perceived medical danger posed by the children's arrival. 

Legally, the medical inspection of 'alien immigrants' was a matter for the Port 

Medical Officer, in this instance Dr. Maurice Williams, who was also the Medical 

Officer of Health for Southampton. Williams saw the arrival of the children as 'an 

event of national interest and historical importance as the first occasion that a 

shipload of refugees has arrived in Great Britain' and so recounted the initial 

reception of the children in some detail in the British Medical Jouma/.32 The 

significance of this article, published in a national, scientific journal with a wide 

professional circulation, on June 12, should not be underestimated. The very 

fact of publication, as well as helping to reinforce the association between the 

refugees and disease, clearly suggests both that the arrival of the children was 

seen as an event with medical significance. The purpose of the article was 

presumably to inform health professionals about the arrival of the children and 

equip them with any information they needed locally in order to treat the 

children or respond to public queries about their health. However, in describing 

the children in mainly in terms of pathology, in assessing the risk posed to 

public health and the preventive measures required to nullifying this, the article 

marks a key point in the development of a medical discourse on the Spanish 

refugee children in Britain. It is to the content of Williams' article that attention 

now turns. 

On Saturday 22 May, Williams boarded the liner off the coast of Southampton 

and, having satisfied himself that 'no infection of a major character existed on 

board', the ship was allowed to proceed to an inner mooring station.33 On 

Sunday morning the S.S. Habana docked at the port and nine medical officers, 

each one accompanied by a health visitor, boarded the liner and began the 

examination of the children. The children were 'stripped to the waist' for an 

examination that paid 'special attention to the eyes for trachoma, the head for 
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ringworm, lice or nits, and the skin for rashes and lice'.34 In addition, 'the heart 

and lungs were also tested in detail to decide on those fit to live under canvas'. 

On completion of the medical examination the children were passed to a 

sanitary inspector who 'stamped the children's identification card' and: 

... tied a coloured tape on the child's left wrist, which served as a code as 
to destination. White tape indicated 'clean' and allowed the child to 
proceed direct to camp, red tape indicated verminous and the wearer 
was sent to the Corporation baths for de-lousing; blue was for infectious 
or contagious conditions and for entry to the isolation hospital or other 
institution. Blue-and-white ta:Res were used for any other condition 
requiring hospital treatment. 5 

It is perhaps worth noting how the colour red, used by the Daily Mail to indicate 

the social menace of the children, is used again, this time to signify the medical 

risk that the children were understood to pose. After being tagged, the children 

proceeded to an immigration officer, where the identification disk hung around 

the child's neck was stamped again, and only then were the refugees allowed to 

disembark. At the bottom of the gangway, sanitary inspectors grouped the 

children for transfer to baths, camp or hospital. 

The medical inspection of all children on board the S.S. Habana was completed 

by 11 a.m. on Monday 24 May. In all, 4,056 adults and children had been given 

what Maurice Williams described as a 'detailed examination'. On the basis of 

these examinations Williams was able to confirm those findings of Richard Ellis 

and Audrey Russell, who had examined the children in Bilbao, by describing the 

children as 'an alert, intelligent group of children who compared favourably in 

physique with our children'.36 Bearing in mind the independent conclusion that 

the children were generally in a good standard health that compared favourably 

to English children, attention now turns to the management of the delousing 

process. Williams' account is quoted in detail because it offers an important 

insight into how the refugee agencies tended to view the children: 

The clothing as a rule was very good and when that of the verminous 
ones was taken away from them for disinfection many of them wept. At 
the Corporation baths we were allowed to use forty of the slipper baths, 
and with the assistance of many voluntary and willing helpers, together 
with twelve barbers, 712 of the children were de-loused and fitted with 
complete sets of clothing, the latter being supplied by the Spanish Relief 

175 



Committee.37 

Though no detailed account of this experience from the perspective of the 

children has been found, their distress at the loss of clothing was clearly 

recognised by Williams who remembered many of the children crying. Rather 

strikingly, however, he ignores the deep resentment that led the children to 

stage an impromptu strike in opposition to the impending haircuts. Though the 

strike was unsuccessful, where necessary the children were physically carried 

and held down whilst their hair was shaven, its calling is clearly indicative of the 

cultural capital the young refugees brought with them into exile. Many of the 

children came from a culture that valued collective solidarity and the children 

had clearly inherited this belief in the dignity and legitimacy of collective 

opposition. 

None of the existing histories of the refugee children make reference to the 

protests against the shaving of heads. Whilst Legaretta argues that 

categorisation in the red band was both divisive and damaging- it 'created in 

the children's minds an immediate mistrust of the camp's administration' - she 

makes no reference to the children's protests.38 In ignoring these protests, 

however fleeting, historians are in danger of perpetuating that ideology of 

childhood that sees children as innocent and passive victims despite empirical 

evidence to the contrary. Whilst most newspaper reports of the period resolutely 

ignore the strike, the Manchester Guardian gives the following single paragraph 

account of it, based on an interview with the superintendent of the baths: 

The superintendent of the baths, who came to see the camp to-day, told 
me that yesterday the boys and girls, when they found their hair was to 
be cut 'organised a strike'. 'They rushed screaming to the other end of 
the room, and as they refused to come we had to carry them' he said. 
'They forgave us afterwards, and when I went through the camp just now 
they smiled at me as the man who cut off their hair. They are nice 
children. It was dastardly to bomb them. Why, they might be our 
children.39 

Any comment on the effects of this enforced delousing must, given the absence 

of documentary material, be speculative. However, the shaving of heads must 

have been traumatic, particularly for adolescent girls, and the breaking of a 

strike both confusing and confrontational for children whose parents were 
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involved in a civil war, a key element of which was the right to organise and 

associate collectively.40 The children understood that they had been brought to 

England for their own safety yet found themselves forcibly subjected to a 

process of medical control that extended to changing their physical appearance, 

their hair and their clothes, and therefore their identity. Following this ordeal at 

the baths, a small number of the more serious medical cases were sent to local 

hospitals but the majority of the children were then transferred to the Basque 

Children's Camp at North Stoneham outside Southampton. 

The preparation of the Basque Children's Camp at North Stoneham in less than 

two weeks was, writes Jim Fyrth, 'the result of a remarkable voluntary effort by 

the whole community'.41 Fyrth makes clear how the preparation of the Camp 

reflected the alliances that were evident in the composition of both the BCC 

and, more generally, what he maintains was a Popular Front against fascism in 

1930s Britain. So local Christians, humanitarians, socialists, communists, 

members of the Co-operative Movement, the Boy Scouts, Girl Guides and a 

whole host of others helped in the frantic preparations for the children's arrival. 

The government played only a marginal role in these preparations that 

extended only to loaning the BCC tents in which the children might be 

accommodated during their stay in the camp. Yet this lack of government 

activity should not be misinterpreted as disinterest. Rather, voluntary effort 

should be seen as a key form of governance in 1930s Britain, a method for 

providing social services without extending the obligations and expenditure of 

central government. Indeed, as Calder has shown, this reliance on 

'voluntaryism' remained an important aspect of government labour policy even 

during the early years of the war.42 In any case, though the Basque Children's 

Camp was built by voluntary labour with donated materials, different tiers of 

government were still actively involved in supervising these preparations. 

The medical objections to the arrival of the children are once again evident in 

the supervision, by local government officers, of preparations for the arrival of 

the children. The Town Clerk of the Borough of Eastleigh, Frederick 

Cuthbertson, was critical of the choice of site and fearful of the possibility of 

infectious diseases being spread throughout the area, fear that possibly 

motivated the important assistance he gave to the camp authorities.43 Even 
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after the children had arrived a team of workers from the Borough's engineering 

and health departments re-laid some of the drains, gravelled the paths and set 

up sanitation squads. Indeed, in the many preparations for the children's arrival 

the exaggerated fears about the children's health were once again evident. 

The emphasis on the control of the refugees extended to the medical 

organisation of the camp. These medical arrangements were entrusted to three 

doctors who travelled to the camp from St. Bartholomew's Hospital, London - Dr 

Cobb, Richard Gibson, and Richard Taylor, who was to act as the Senior 

Medical Officer. Gibson gave a six page account of their exhaustive work in the 

British Medical Journal of November 1937 that, incidentally, offers further 

evidence of how the children's arrival stimulated a body of scientific writing that 

saw these refugees as suitable subjects for professional study and debate.44 

Gibson describes how two medical examination units were set up, each with 

their own consulting rooms and beds for patients whilst more serious cases 

were sent to a camp sanatorium, an empty mansion belonging to the leading 

non-conformist H.C. Cole, at Moor Hill. Both an orthopaedic and an ophthalmic 

surgeon were contacted in case they were needed. When the children arrived at 

the camp they were subjected to yet another medical examination, their third 

since leaving Bilbao which, predictably by now, showed the children to be in 

generally good health. 

Despite the health of the children shown by successive medical inspections by 

three different teams of doctors, public and professional alarm at the arrival of 

the children did not abate. A. F. MacCallan, the President of the International 

Organisation against Trachoma, prompted an early and specific health scare by 

writing to the British Medical Journal on the 26 May, and outlining his 

'expectation of a recrudescence of the disease [trachoma] in this country' as a 

result of the children's arrival.45 Yet his expectations were based solely on the 

distinctly unscientific claim that 'it is known that in many provinces of Spain the 

disease is practically universal'.46 Doctors. Richard Ellis and Audrey Rusell, both 

of whom who had examined the children prior to their evacuation, and the 

Senior Medical Officer at the Basque Children's Camp, Richard Taylor 

immediately challenged the details of the letter.47 Nonetheless, MacCallan's 

advice led directly to a prolonged House of Lords debate on the 'grave danger' 
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to public health posed by the arrival of the children and, in turn, to what Richard 

Ellis called the 'inevitable repercussions and alarms' about their stay in England. 

These alarms were evident in the House of Commons questions on the health 

of the children and the duration of their stay. Taking just two examples, 

Conservative MP Commander Archibald Southby suggested that in view of the 

'risk of disease spreading, none of these children will be allowed to move to 

other parts of the country until they have undergone the full quarantine'.48 

Similarly, Sir John Haslam, also a Conservative MP asked for reassurances that 

the children who had arrived in his constituency were 'fit to be removed'.49 

Whether Southby and Haslam were genuinely concerned by the perceived 

health risks posed by the children is difficult to judge. The possibility that their 

questions, because of the presumed medical objectivity, were a respectable 

method of protesting against the arrival of the children should at least be noted. 

What they certainly did achieve, however, was to reinforce the association 

between children and disease and help justify the incarceration of the children 

in the camp. 

In response to the very public health fears caused by the arrival of the children, 

the camp authorities instituted a daily round of medical and tent inspections. 

These took place immediately after the children were woken by the camp 

loudspeaker and required all children to fold blankets and bedding, thoroughly 

sweep out their tents and line up outside for the daily medical inspection. A 

prize was issued to the tidiest tent. What is interesting here is that the 

inspections are clearly reminiscent of military drills. Not only were the tents 

examined for their tidiness and hygiene, the children, rather in the manner of 

soldiers, also had to present themselves in line for inspection. Such inspections 

can be taken as emblematic of the dual function of the camp in simultaneously 

controlling and instructing the young refugees. For not only did the inspections 

attempt to teach and enforce standards of hygiene and tidiness, they also 

entailed the disciplining of children who were, in theory at least, obliged to line 

up and learn what might be termed a 'bodily language' of obedience to the 

camp authorities. The existing film pictures of such inspections, though fleeting, 

do show the children offering their hands and heads for scrutiny whilst standing 

to a kind of attention. In line with recent historical work on the 'gestures of 

pedagogy', this might be interpreted as a passive bodily disposition that is 
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symbolic of the submission of the young refugees to the discipline of the 

camp.50 In short, the children were subjected to a routine of inspection that 

aimed to discipline both their behaviour and their health. 

Camp discipline was, however, unable to prevent two cases of typhoid breaking 

out amongst the children. In response, and in yet another precautionary move, 

the Camp's Senior Medical Officer, Richard Taylor, decided to implement an 

innovatory programme of inoculation in an attempt to prevent what seems to 

have been a widely anticipated epidemic. Taylor later claimed that the 

inoculations had successfully prevented a major outbreak of typhoid, a claim 

bitterly challenged by some of his colleagues in the pages of the medical journal 

The Lancet. 51 Whatever the actual reasons for the restriction of typhoid to just 

six children, it is perhaps indicative of the refugees' enforced submission to the 

medical discipline of the camp that what was undoubtedly an experimental 

programme of inoculation was conducted on their bodies. Viewed in a broad 

historical perspective, these young refugees joined slaves, asylum inmates, 

prisoners and orphans as socially marginal groups who have been the human 

subjects of medical experimentation.52 Reception policy for these refugee 

children did not therefore simply entail the control of national space - both in the 

camp and in dispersal across the country- but also meant the regularisation of 

their bodies to meet (imagined) standards of public health and obedience. In 

both cases, however, the camp was frequently deemed to be failing. 

Despite the many precautions taken covering health and sanitation at the camp 

criticisms about the standards of hygiene and discipline persisted. In September 

1937, for example, the Chief Engineer and Surveyor for the Borough of 

Eastleigh, F.G. Lee, wrote to Wilfred Roberts to tell him that the local Medical 

Officer of Health, Dr. Garratt, had visited the camp and thought it 'decidedly 

dirty'.53 Garratt was concerned with the fact that children were being allowed 'to 

wander wherever they will' with the result that the 'woods near the camp had 

been fouled with faecal matter'.54 Yet most of the children had never seen an 

English type of lavatory in Spain, where water closets were the preserve of the 

very rich, and the children's habit of using the woods as a convenience tended 

to confirm commonly held prejudices about the backwardness of the children. 

Nonetheless, the Camp administrator, Major Neil Hunter, clearly felt that health 
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risks of the camp had been vastly exaggerated and wrote angrily to Roberts that 

the local officials had often displayed 'little regard to the truth' in respect of 

prevailing conditions in the camp. 55 Similarly, the Duchess of Atholl wrote 

witheringly of the criticisms made of the camp by 'rather ignorant people 

outside'.56 The remaining documentary evidence supports these assertions. An 

independent report commissioned by the Home Office and Ministry of Health 

and written by Dr. Craig into conditions in the camp was satisfied with the 

children's standard of health and concluded that its provision of 'medical aid 

[was as] advanced as any'.57 Indeed, it is significant that the report showed 

rather greater concern with what might be loosely termed the social aspects of 

camp life. 

Dr. Craig's report into camp conditions was far more critical about the daily 

running of camp life than any specific concerns about prevailing sanitary 

conditions. At bottom Craig's specific criticisms - concerning the adult refugees 

who 'were not sufficiently helpful', the shortage of 'competent interpreters' and 

the particular 'problem of adolescent children' - all relate to his overall 

conclusion that there was 'a need for increased supervision both within and 

outside the camp'.58 This recommendation relates to the children's ability to 

evade camp security, in the form of boy scouts patrolling the fences and a 

policeman on the main gate, and explore the surrounding area. Once outside 

the camp the children visited a nearby park with swings, went scrumping in 

nearby orchards and bought, or were given, sweets from shops in Eastleigh. 

Both camp officials and sections of the local population viewed these ventures 

into the surrounding area with some trepidation, and not just for medical 

reasons. A report in The Times noted the children had national characteristics 

which 'increased the difficulty of dealing with them' and, more polemically, one 

local resident wrote to the Hampshire Chronicle about the 'alien children who 

had been brought into our midst' and worried that: 

... a revolutionary spirit has been brought here, these children have been 
nurtured in hate and that is a seed we do not wish to sow in our beloved 
country.59 

These kind of fears were exacerbated when around three hundred children 

broke out of the camp when the news of Bilbao's fall to Franco was announced 
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over the camp loudspeakers on the 19 June. In an atmosphere of deep shock 

these children left the camp, some of them determined to return home to help 

Republican forces recover the city. The local Weekly News described this as an 

'invasion of Eastleigh' and gave considerable coverage to the 'police patrols' 

that were given the task of rounding the children up.60 Elsewhere, it is indicative 

of the way in which a medical discourse, itself influenced by perceptions of 

national character, was able to shape the exile of the children that the event 

was popularly explained in terms of pathology. According to the Daily Mail, for 

example, 'doctors regarded the extraordinary effect of the news of Bilbao's 

capture as an instance of mass hysteria' and quotes one (unnamed) doctor as 

saying that, 'such emotion- especially in excitable natures- is extremely 

contagious'.61 Here, medicine is used to explain the children's behaviour in 

terms of a temporary psychiatric sickness, as an abnormality because it differs 

from the behaviour normally associated with children. In doing so, it eschewed 

other possible explanations - the political beliefs of the children, their concern 

for family and so on - in favour of a medical diagnosis based on a culturally 

specific definition of normal childhood behaviour. This is important because it 

shows how, even when sincere attempts were made to understand the children 

and their behaviour, a medical discourse promoted pathology rather than 

politics or culture as explanatory concepts. As a result, when the children used 

other forms of collective action they were deemed either to be suffering from a 

medical disorder or simply ill-disciplined and excitable in a way that was 

popularly associated with Spain. Whichever explanation was used, and quite 

often it was a mixture of the two, little attempt was made to explain the 

behaviour of the children in terms of the cultural capital they brought with them 

into exile because it was very often simply not appreciated. Instead, children 

who continued to employ various kinds of collective action in an attempt to 

shape their own experiences in exile, and who were evidently not sick, were 

inevitably characterised as uncontrollably wild. Newspapers frequently drew 

attention to 'Spain's Red Children' who had been 'reared in the habits of 

violence' and the association became so ·strong that some older boys were 

deported to France.62 The Home Office issued a press release denying the 

children were capable of causing an 'electoral upheaval'.63 

Most children would have been amazed to learn that they posed a threat to the 
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political stability of the nation since many of them were simply bored with the 

monotony of camp life. In his recollections of the camp Amador Diaz, recalls 

that 'the routine in the camp became more humdrum, monotonous and boring 

everyday' and motivated his frequent attempts to break out from the camp.64 

Yet efforts were made to provide the children with some lessons, in both 

Spanish and English, and there were a range of other organised activities and 

games for the children. There was, for example, a camp cinema and an open

air theatre where Shakespeare's A Midsummer Nights Dream was amongst the 

performances organised for the children by a local theatre group. For the more 

rumbustious a physical training instructor was appointed whilst Joe Beckett, a 

former British Empire Heavyweight champion, organised boxing and football 

matches. Other children joined committees to help in the preparation and 

distribution of food, the administration of the cinema, or, later, sat on a children's 

council set up to consider the widely publicised cases of ill-discipline but about 

which little evidence has been found.65 Nonetheless, the general impression 

gained both from both visual and documentary sources is that the provision of 

classes and other organised activities was rather haphazard and certainly 

insufficient to occupy all the children. The amateur film discussed in detail in the 

previous chapter clearly shows that many of the children visibly had little to do. 

This undoubtedly contributed to some of those problems experienced in the 

camp, but it was by no means the only cause. 

The single most important factor in shaping many of the children's experience of 

the camp was the general perception of the children by camp personnel and the 

way this manifested itself in the daily running of the camp. It has already been 

argued in some detail that the children were represented in Britain as na"ive 

innocents, arriving for a period of rest far away from the deleterious effects of 

the civil war. The following extract from the Duchess of Atholl's letter to Wilfred 

Roberts on camp policy offers one example of the way in which this 

representation shaped the children's experiences: 

One thing should be absolutely taboo in camp and that is discussion of 
politics, and as little sides as possible should be taken, in camp at least, 
with regard to the internal situation in Spain. Everyone is there to help 
helpless children and no other question arises.66 
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What is significant here is the description of children as helpless, the 

identification of politics as a taboo subject whose very discussion is assumed to 

hinder the process of physical and mental recovery. The camp authorities 

attempted to care for the children, initially at least, in the manner they might 

have done English children in an open-air school. Yet it is hard to think of any 

more frustrating attitude for the children who clearly resented the boredom and 

restrictions of an institution that bore all the hallmarks of a place of detention, a 

point alluded to by Amador Diaz.67 

The widely publicised problems of ill discipline can also be explained by what 

Diaz calls 'the wide mental gulf between us and the authorities'.68 Elaborating 

on this mental gulf Diaz writes that: 

... we had lived for months in a civil war full of political implications. Even 
before the beginning of the conflict politics were very much a part of 
everyday life in Spain. We were well aware of the double-talk and 
unsavoury dealings of the European powers in relation to the Republican 
Government. .. It seems to me that the whole operation had been 
prepared as if it was some sort of Scouts and Guides jamboree, all 
knowing camp drill and ready to co-operate, but we were not Scouts and 
Guides but youngsters reluctantly separated from our parents and known 
surroundings.69 

However, the children were far more independent and politically mature than 

many of the camp personnel realised and this was clearly a source of frustration 

for many of them. For one thing politics was everywhere in the camp and 

manifested itself in the most unlikely scenarios. For example, Diaz recounts 

how, after one of the first concert performances the children stood in respectful 

silence as the local actors sang 'God Save the King'. In response some of the 

children responded with the Spanish Republican anthem, followed by others 

who chose to give a clenched fist rendition of the Marxist anthem The 

lntemationa/e.70 In a similar vein, Legaretta recounts how when camp officials 

tied yellow armbands to children on receipt of meals many refused to eat 

because yellow was the colour of Franco's flag.71 

One practical result of the overtly political identities of children in the camp was 

their division into three separate sections. This was done partly on medical 

advice, children who had been deloused at the baths were kept in isolation from 
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the others, but more obviously to prevent rival political factions from fighting with 

one another.72 The Basque Nationalist children, together with the priests who 

had accompanied the children to England, occupied their own section of the 

camp, Republican and Socialist children another. This segregation was both 

confirmed and extended through the policy of dispersal that began operating 

soon after the children's 'period of isolation' was over. 

It should now be clear that the Basque Children's Camp was not only a 

temporary and convenient method of settling a large number of refugee children 

but also a space for monitoring the health and behaviour of those children. In 

the manner of all disciplinary institutions whose eventual aim is the introduction 

(or return) of individuals to society, the camp sought to fix the identity of the 

children, to render them both safe and docile, by subjecting them to behavioural 

and medical discipline?3 In this sense, there are some similarities between the 

refugee camp and the school which had, argues Goldson, become 'an 

observational locus both for monitoring and inspecting the child's body' in the 

early twentieth century.74 In the same way that state schooling sought to shape 

the identity of British children, so the camp sought to safeguard the health and 

political stability of the nation by subjecting the children to medical and 

behavioural discipline. Yet the desired standards of cleanliness, regulation and 

order proved elusive in the camp and, as a result, its closure became a priority 

only a matter of weeks after its foundation?5 

Ill. Dispersal and education in the 'Basque children's colonies'. 

The persistent controversy over both the potential medical and social dangers 

of the camp and its residents meant that dispersal to colonies was a matter of 

urgent importance to the BCC from as early as 7 June 1937, just two weeks 

after the children had arrived. The significance of the term colony to describe 

the buildings that housed the children is difficult to establish but perhaps worth 

speculating on. For the term colony is suggestive not only of a settlement of a 

people who retain some association with a 'mother country', but also of a 

segregated group who live in some degree of isolation from the wider 

population. In any case, the spatial distribution of the children could hardly have 

been wider as ninety of these children's colonies opened across England, 
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Wales and Scotland in 1937. From the Isle of Wight off the South Coast, to 

Montrose in the North of Scotland, from Swansea in West Wales, to Great 

Yarmouth on the East Anglian coast the children were dispersed far and wide 

across Britain. As has already been argued, the absence of documentary 

material recording the reasons for the extent of this dispersal, make firm 

conclusions difficult. However, when read in conjunction with the dispersal of 

Jewish children in the following chapter, concerns about the fragility of 

Englishness are evident in this extensive and sometimes damaging dispersal. 

The process of transferring children from the temporary refugee camp in North 

Stoneham to the so-called colonies across the country was rather haphazard. 

For many children it seems that an announcement over the loudspeaker and a 

chance decision by individual children or groups of friends meant their dispersal 

to colonies under the management of different bodies whose understanding and 

care of the children and, of course, their finances, varied tremendously. As a 

result, Bell shows particularly clearly how the children's experiences in these 

colonies were widely diverse. Given Bell's narration of these diverse 

experiences, no attempt is made here to complement his already 

comprehensive account. Instead, the second half of this chapter has two aims. 

First, the process of dispersal can be used to further illustrate the way in which 

the media representations of the children helped shaped their experiences of 

exile. These representations, it will be remembered, portrayed the children as 

specifically Basque, and therefore also as Catholic, in an attempt to establish 

children's suitability for exile in England, to fix their identity as a close parallel to 

Englishness. Yet the reality of the children's identity, frequently radical, 

politicised, anti-clerical, sometimes deeply Catholic, meant that the children 

negotiated their own adaptations to exile. 

The second aim of this section is to explore the ways in which children adapted 

to the conditions of exile, paying particular attention to the issue of identity. Of 

interest here is the way in which children understood their exile and its 

consequences for their own sense of self. For middle class Basque Nationalists, 

with cultural capital that approximated quite closely with the English middle 

class, the adaptation to exile was perhaps a rather smoother process than for 
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their working class Republican or Socialist compatriots. In both cases however, 

attention is given to the way in which children were able to deploy specific types 

of cultural or educational capital to shape their own experiences of exile. More 

specifically, this chapter explores the way in which children's educational 

agency helped them embrace or resist religious and educational programmes 

imposed on them. The exploration of these themes begins with a review of 

some colonies sponsored or provided by the Roman Catholic Church. 

It has already been argued in chapter two that the Roman Catholic Church 

understood the evacuation of the children as necessary to allow the children to 

continue practising their faith. As Archbishop Hinsley, put it in an open letter 

printed on the front page of the Catholic Herald on 21 May 1937: 

They are being sent over to England from the pre-eminently Catholic 
Basque Country. They are being sent to us and committed to our care so 
that their faith may be safeguarded?6 

Since the reality of the children's identity was both more complex and more 

radical than Hinsley suggests, conflict in some Roman Catholic institutions was 

inevitable. For example, the BCC's organising secretary, Betty Arne, received 

alarming reports of Honor Oak Convent in London, which was allegedly run by a 

group of Italian nuns, 'all of whom are keen fascists'. 77 In Bolton, parishioners 

supporting fifty refugees were 'astonished' that only four of the children were 

practising Catholics.78 1n a similar vein, one Mother Superior wrote to the BCC 

detailing the 'insolence' of children who refused to attend mass and thought it a 

pity 'they were ever brought to this country'. 79 Elsewhere, supporters of the 

Salvation Army hostel in London quickly appreciated the militancy of the young 

refugees as the children staged a strike within days of arriving. The protesters 

were unhappy with the 'evangelical ethos' in their new home.80 As a final 

illustration of these politicised identities a Mass-Observer at a hostel at 

Watermillock, near Bolton, noted that: 

... the children had showed the priests where to get off. The Fathers had 
wanted to destroy the red flag the children have, the boys had not 
permitted this and had gone out and messed up their car and bust one 
lamp in.81 
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This type of incident was not unusual, as the Spanish children were able to 

employ their own distinctive forms of cultural capital to resist programmes of 

religious education that they found unsuitable. This was a demonstrable hostility 

to the Catholic Church based, once again, on the social and political conditions 

in Spain. Moreover, the documentary reports on the children being returned to 

the Children's Camp from Catholic institutions indicates that, on some 

occasions at least, the children were able to shape their own experiences of 

exile.82 

Church authorities initially tried to portray this hostility of children towards 

Catholicism as the result of malevolent political propaganda. In a letter to The 

Times a month after the arrival of the children in Britain, a Catholic priest wrote 

to remind the BCC of its 'moral obligations' towards the children. Expressing a 

hope that the young refugees would not 'be regarded according to political 

colouring, as godless' the priest argued that it would be mistaken to keep the 

children 'from the influences of their own church - which to them would mean 

the Catholic Church?'83 Indeed some representatives of the Catholic Church 

went to great lengths to re-introduce the children to Catholicism. One former 

refugee recalls being sent to Church every evening against his wishes. When 

he refused to attend, his main evening meal was withheld.84 

The 1 ,200 children whose parents were defined as Basque Catholics may have 

had fewer conflicts both because they came from middle class backgrounds 

and because they remained practising Catholics. Their retention of the Catholic 

faith obviously helped them successfully adapt to their placement in convents 

and with religious orders but what was also seen as significant is the class 

background of the children. For example, on receipt of the children's identity 

cards, a nun at Weston Manor (Isle of Wight) was delighted to note that the very 

nice refugees in her hostel 'are mostly of the better class- doctors, architects, 

bank clerks, office clerks, naval officers and teachers'.85 The account that 

follows of the hostel at Weston Manor, Isle of Wight, has been constructed from 

hitherto unused documents from the archives of the Sister of Nazareth Order. 

This was one of the most important Catholic bodies supporting the children and 

also had other hostels for the children in Southampton and Carlisle. 
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The overall impression of Weston Manor is of a relatively smooth transition to 

exile for the children, though an early and more problematic period is also 

discernible. One factor in this early problematic period was the opposition of 

some local businesses to the opening of the hostel. According to a local nun, 

many such people regarded the arrival of the children as 'the herald of disaster' 

spoiling the tourist season so that they 'were faced with ruin [because of] 

visitors fearing infection from diseases surely prevalent among the Basques'.86 

Another was the initial behaviour of the children, who are described in mid-June 

'as very wild and hard to control' but with the arrival of an English teacher able 

to speak Spanish there was a marked change 'in attitude and manner'.87 

Significantly perhaps, the praise for Miss 0' Connor, 'who has done much to 

establish order', is accompanied by some stringent criticism of the Spanish 

teachers who had arrived with the children. These are described 'as dead lazy 

and unless we are always after them they would sit down for the entire day and 

let the children do as they like'. Whilst it is difficult to say with any certainty how 

this should be interpreted, it might plausibly be seen as a reflection of a more 

progressive pedagogy with which the children, but not the nuns, were familiar. 

Certainly, Tom Harrison thought it worth noting for Mass Observation that at the 

Basque hostel at Watermillock (near Bolton), it was reported that the 'Spanish 

teachers are of the Montessori type and had asked for Montessori books'.88 In 

addition, it may be significant that other hostel reports were liable to explain the 

children's 'unruly behaviour' by reference to the 'inefficiency' of refugee teachers 

and at least one such hostel, in Walsall, dismissed teachers who came to be 

seen as problematic.89 Clearly, it is possible that culturally specific models of 

good teaching clashed here, with the relative freedom of Spanish models 

contrasting with a more formal and disciplined British model. 

The perceived incompetence of Spanish teachers could be tackled in three 

ways. The first was, as at Weston Manor, to employ an English teacher able to 

speak Spanish. This seems to have been a fairly common strategy since 

politicised teachers were happy to volunteer their services as a sign of support 

for the Republican government, particularly in the school summer holidays.90 

With little money available for expenditure on education, however, these 

teachers used their own, informal contacts to set up classrooms for the 

refugees. Miss 0' Connor, for example, was fortunate to share with the local 
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Director for Education, Mr. Jervis 'a sympathy for the Valencia government' and 

as a result he donated exercise books, pens, ink, pencils and Spanish books 

were loaned from the library'.91 Despite the fact that any support for the children 

from public funds, whether in money or in kind, was officially proscribed, this 

kind of arrangement was widespread. In Walsall, Labour Councillor John 

Whiston unofficially 'borrowed' desks, tables and chairs from the local education 

supplies department whilst in Watermillock Bolton's Director of Education: 

.. . said he would try and help all they could but it would have to be 
without the knowledge of the General Public, it could not be provided out 
of rates, but they could do things on the quiet in cases like this.92 

In some cases, 'doing things on the quiet' provided a second way to tackle the 

perceived inability of some of the Spanish teachers to exercise control of the 

children in their care. This actually extended to sending the children to local 

elementary schools, despite the officially stated policy that children were not to 

become a charge on public funds. However, it seems that children only started 

attending state schools in 1938 and then only by stealth, as local education 

authorities continued, officially at least, to exclude refugee children from state 

schools.93 The third option, available after mid-August 1938, was to contact 

Doma Margurita Comas, a Spanish educationist appointed by the Ministry of 

Public Instruction of the Spanish Republic 'to collaborate and advise the NJC 

and local committees regarding the education and instruction of the Basque 

children in England'.94 

Comas instituted a programme of inspection and provided educational materials 

for hostels around the country. Exactly what kind of materials she was able to 

provide and the extent of her inspection programme is difficult to assess since 

there is little documentary material that records her work. However, a daily 

routine for the Basque Children's Evacuation Centre at New Romney in Kent 

shows the children rising at seven o'clock and, after the ubiquitous medical 

inspection, breakfast and physical training, schooling beginning at half-past nine 

and continuing until lunch at one o'clock.95 Emma Plank, interestingly herself a 

refugee from Nazi Germany, and a director of a hostel near London was unsure 

about the benefits accruing from this hostel schooling. Whilst younger children 

maintained reading and writing skills 'at least up to the standard oftheir ages', 
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'older children profited relatively little from their schooling'.96 Plank explains this 

by making reference both to the shortage of hostel facilities and, again, the 

unsuitability of the Spanish teachers is briefly discussed: 

This was probably because our teachers had been trained for work with 
smaller children and because the Home could offer neither facilities nor 
inspiration for their professional growth.97 

In an interesting contrast to the Jewish children to be discussed in the following 

chapter, Plank notes how it 'was rather surprising how little progress was made' 

in learning English.98 This she explains by what she calls 'a more or less 

passive, unconscious resistance' that 'made for cohesion and happiness in the 

Home but hampered interest in the outside world'.99 What is interesting here is 

the suggestion that the children made a decision, albeit at an unconscious level, 

not to engage with English lessons as a method of adapting to life in exile. 

There is at least the hint that the decision not to learn English was a method for 

remaining loyal or retaining links with home. Yet Plank assesses their decision 

in dichotomous terms since the choice appears to be between the retention of a 

Basque identity that guarantees a happy home or an interest in the outside 

world and the learning of a new language that would upset the Home's 

cohesion. This kind of argument is underpinned by the idea of identity in its 

normal state as something pure and unadulterated, damaged or endangered by 

contact with new cultures and languages. Yet as the experience of the Jewish 

children in particular shows, identity is not a pure essence to be protected but a 

dynamic entity that is continually explored, reassessed and articulated. 

Where the hostel was more successful, according to Plank, was in the 

'emotional and social development of the children', that could be seen in the 

absence of 'disciplinary problems' and in an 'all-pervading atmosphere [that] 

was co-operative and cheerful' .100 If this success was to be repeated in the 

running of similar hostels in the future, Plank offered two clear 

recommendations. First, it was important that 'the staff and all those taking part 

in running the Home must fully sympathise with the nation in question' and 

second, 'that integration, within the Home and with sympathetic groups in the 

community, is essential'.101 Much of the evidence from homes and hostels 

around the country, including that at Weston Manor, would appear to confirm 
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these conclusions. 

By the end of June local residents of Weston Manor were beginning to regard 

the young refugees 'as very happy, well-behaved children- not the unruly crowd 

that they were supposed to be and we are getting many congratulations'.102 

According to the nuns at least, their programme of religious education for the 

Catholic children in their care was crucial in effecting this change. 

For the nuns at Weston Manor spiritual faith was regarded as crucial to the 

successful adaptation to displacement. A retreat in the summer of 1937 

provided 'edifying days of prayer and recollection', 'an oasis in the desert', after 

which 'the children became very subdued and manageable' while the 

celebration of mass twice daily is regarded as 'a spiritual consolation for 

exile'.103 By way of contrast, those children being cared for by a 'Protestant 

Committee' are 'completely demoralised' and 'their morals are ruined '.104 A 

valuable indication of how the young refugees evaluated this Catholic 

instruction is given in a letter by a sixteen year old girl to an Irish nun who had 

helped care for her: 

We meet here two peoples, the Irish people and the Basque one, each of 
them Catholic, each one of them fighting strongly for their common 
catholic faith and for their own countries liberties. Both have struggled 
very much in their struggle for their beloved faith and liberties, relying 
only upon God's help. Because of that we are sympathetic to us and we 
are to you. We will never forget the blind asylum given to us by the 
representatives of the Catholic lreland.105 

Her identification of two Catholic nations, that of the Basque and that of the 

Irish, illustrates the way in which refugee children could understand that 

nationhood was partly defined by religious belief. Her thanks and sympathy are 

not directed towards what is, implicitly at least, Protestant England. For her the 

Irish and the Basque people are united by shared experiences of colonisation 

and both are involved in a secessionist struggle. This struggle for liberty is also 

a struggle for faith because the two are inter-linked. For the young 

correspondent her national identity cannot be separated from her faith identity. 

Her thanks to the Catholic representatives of Ireland is not a simple thank-you 

for financial support but identification with a Catholic people that have sustained 
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her faith and therefore her self-identity. The passage also illustrates how 

religious beliefs could operate as supra-national doctrines that compensated for 

a period of exile. The spiritual consolation for exile provided by Catholicism 

seems clear for this young refugee but for others, politics was a far more 

important issue. 

In a range of other institutions for the children- usually connected with the 

labour movement in one way or another- their identity, as Spanish Republicans 

or Socialists, was taken seriously. At Watermillock, for example, a mass 

observer reported 'a long discussion on how the children should be 

educated'.106 Rather exasperated by a local priest, Father Morse, 'who wants to 

make Christians of them', and by the local scoutmaster, who wanted to teach 

'the individual a sense of responsibility in the gang', the observer: 

... pointed out that scouting implied the oath to God and a King, equal in 
the sense of the scout oath; and that these children had left a Country in 
which Kingship had been abolished ... 107 

Another institution that took the identity of the children seriously, and one of the 

most interesting in terms of pedagogy, was the Basque Refugee Hostel near 

Cambridge. The children dispersed to this hostel were a small and unified group 

of twenty-nine orphans evacuated from a socialist orphanage in Bilbao. These 

children first came together in an ·orphanage established by the Spanish 

Socialist Party after their parents had been killed during the early stages of the 

Civil War. This had at least two important consequences for the children in their 

period of exile. First, as has already been hinted, the children became fiercely, 

and understandably, committed to the cause their parents had died for. 

Martyrdom has a habit of securing familial loyalty for the cause in those left 

behind and, in this case, the cause of socialism certainly became central to the 

identity of the children. A second, and related point, is that the children had, as 

a result of their institutionalisation, become used to engaging with education as 

a method both of political resistance and a tool for furthering ideological 

convictions. Indeed, it seems likely that because of the radical and deeply 

political identities of these children their dispersal to Cambridge had been 

specially arranged. 
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Though Bell is right to argue that many of the children were subjected to 'a 

lottery of dispersal' in other cases groups of children, often from the same class 

or refugee centre, were evacuated together. In the case of the socialist orphans 

from Bilbao there is, for example, some evidence to suggest that a rather more 

careful policy may have been at work. Jessie Stewart, the director of the colony, 

was an old associate of Leah Manning, member of the NJCSR and a key 

individual in arranging for the evacuation of the children from Spain. Stewart 

and Manning were acquaintances in Cambridge while the latter trained and 

worked as a, notably progressive, elementary school teacher before the First 

World War. 108 In her retrospective account of the Cambridge Committee for 

Basque Refugees, Stewart recalled how the children selected for Cambridge 

were a 'special charge to Mrs. Leah Manning'.109 Their dispersal to Cambridge 

was, it seems likely, a deliberate choice by Manning who was conscious of the 

sympathy and understanding that the children would receive at Pampisford, a 

small village just outside Cambridge. 

The refugee orphans arrived in a political and cultural milieu that was both 

conscious of, and concerned about, the Spanish Civil War. In a population with 

a high proportion of academics and student radicals there had been 

considerable support for the Republican government even before the arrival of 

the children in Britain during March 1937. In preparation for the arrival of the 

children, students, along with professional craftsmen, helped renovate the 

vicarage at Pampisford, and once the party of refugees had arrived in 

Cambridgeshire, they became an obvious means of expressing support for 

Republican Spain. Socialist or liberal academics, with a quite extraordinary 

degree of cultural and educational capital were, in part, similarly motivated to 

help the children. A listing of the Basque Children's Committee at Cambridge 

reveals Dr. J. A. Ryle, a fellow of Gonville and Caius College and a 

distinguished medical practitioner, and the liberal academic J.B Trend as Vice

Presidents.110 Professor John Cornford, a classical scholar of international 

repute whose son was famously killed fighting for the Republicans in the 

Spanish Civil War, was treasurer while Dr. J. H. Plumb, the young historian, 

served on the Committee as secretary. Other members ranged across the 

academic disciplines but included the liberal philosopher Professor G.E. Moore, 

E.W. Hawkins of Trinity Hall and F.L. Lucas, a scholar in English literature. Two 
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members of Newnham College Council also served on the Committee, 

Councillor Clara Rackham, an old associate of Leah Manning's, and Mrs 

Hartree, with Helen Cook and Jessie Stewart making up the female contingent. 

Crucially, these academics were able to offer, in addition to sympathy and 

support, professional educational skills that helped the children cope with some 

of the problems of exile. 

Jessie Stewart's account of the hostel at Pampisford reveals the extent to which 

officials at the Cambridge Committee valued the importance of educational 

agency in coming to terms with their exile. The Cambridge Hostel was one of 

the relatively few to establish a specially designated Education Committee that, 

in conjunction with both the children and three adult refugees from Spain, 

designed a programme of educational activity. This activity, broadly progressive 

in character, was credited for solving the 'behavioural problems' that were a 

feature of some other hostels for Basque refugee children. However, it is likely 

that the children felt it simply unnecessary to reaffirm their commitment to the 

Republican side in the war when the people running the hostel shared the same 

political sympathies. In fact, the problems that occurred in some other homes 

were frequently the direct result of a failure to either appreciate, or subdue, the 

identity of the children. This was not the case in Cambridge where volunteer 

helpers both appreciated and respected the identity of the children in their care. 

It is clear quite clear that the Cambridge Committee appreciated exactly who 

the children were. 'They had been brought up', Stewart writes, "as 'children of 

heroes' in a very political atmosphere, and inherited prejudices as a sacred 

trust".111 The children showed a 'remarkable independence of thought', 'a real 

fact' that had to be 'reckoned with', rather than, as in many other cases, a 

degree of insolence that had to be punished.112 Stewart provides many 

examples of this; removing a portrait of the nationalist Basque President, 

objecting to Basque folk dancing and refusing to attend the marriage of one the 

adult refugees (or 'Senoritas') because it took place in a Roman Catholic 

Church.113 Indeed, the Committee was exceptional in recognising and 

appreciating the identity of the children and refraining from any attempt to assert 

political or religious influences on them. Consequently, their education can be 

accurately characterised as both secular and humanist. 
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In terms of pedagogy, Hawkins wrote of the educational 'experiment' that took 

place in Pampisford, one that actively encouraged 'enthusiasm and initiative', 

and avoided the 'petty indiscipline' of excessive rules and regulations. 114 In 

comparison with some of their compatriots, who went to state schools, the 

children at Cambridge certainly enjoyed a greater degree of educational 

freedom. They were still subjected to morning lessons in reading, writing and 

dictation but because many of the children were 'war-shocked .. .from their 

bombing experiences', greater attention was given to educational activity and 

interests.115 The children were encouraged to paint, 'in a sweeping free style 

with free choice of bright colours', to model clay, mould plasticine and construct 

collages. All such activities, writes Hawkins, were explicitly designed as an 

'outlet for their feelings', though 'expression at first was all of one kind. Bombing 

aeroplanes and fighters, warships and guns were painted and modelled week 

after week until the war-shock began to respond to the quiet of the new 

surroundings'. 116 Though their provenance is unknown, a sample of similar 

drawings can be examined in the National Museum of Labour History and what 

is striking about them is that they all display a ready awareness of the 

iconography of the Civil War.117 Amongst scenes depicting bombing raids on 

both urban areas and dockside ships, Swastikas are prominent on six of the 

eight drawings, either on the aeroplanes or the bombs themselves. Anarchist 

and socialist flags are visible on two, whilst the most detailed also has 

defending soldiers shouting no pasaran to invading troops and bombing 

aeroplanes. Quite clearly many of the children used the drawings as a method 

for expressing their political identities and their collective solidarity. 

The emphasis on collective expression that was recorded in these paintings 

was also encouraged in a range of literary, theatrical, musical and physical 

activity. The children, for example, had complete editorial control over a hostel 

magazine and were encouraged to select and perform Spanish plays and 

historical dramas. However, it is interesting to note that the single instance of 

compulsion that appears in Stewart's account of the hostel concerns the 

apparent insistence of the staff that the children learn Basque folk-songs and 

national dances.118 This is, initially at least, difficult to understand since in every 

other respect the characteristic features of their education at Pampisford were 
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freedom and co-operation. One obvious explanation is based on the fact that 

the dances became an important source of funding as some of the children 

were able to tour England as part of a successful 'Basque Children's Concert'. 

Yet while the concerts certainly grew into an important source of fund raising, 

there is little evidence to suggest they were conceived as such. Instead, what 

seems more plausible in explaining the performances of Basque national 

culture by these fiercely socialist children, is that the Education Committee saw 

them as a key part of their experiment in progressive education. 

In an interesting passage that describes the work of Senorita C., Mrs Ryle 

eulogises on her teaching ability, 

.. . in dancing, singing, drama, history and literature, and above all the 
knowledge of their own Spanish. She found that through the ancient 
ballads she stimulated the children's interest in history and literature and 
gave them a pride in their national heritage which went back further than 
present political parties.119 

The juxtaposition here of a variety of educational activity, with 'national 

heritage', is significant, and reminiscent of those attempts - examined in chapter 

one - by progressive teachers in Britain to make national identity more 

accessible to children. There is the characteristic emphasis on popular ballads 

and communal dancing underpinned by the implicit understanding of folk 

tradition as a means for both discovering and expressing national identity, or in 

this case heritage. Interestingly, the reference to 'national heritage' in this 

quotation assumes the existence of a deeply seated sense of nationality that 

takes precedent over what is, supposedly, a transient political affiliation. In a 

different context, it reflects the hope of the Birmingham academic, Helen Grant, 

that progressive education could provide an 'alternative to the intense 

individualism of the Spaniard'.120 There is a tension here between the general 

respect for the children's identity that was shown in most of the educational 

activity in Cambridge and the expressed aim to help children discover their 

'national heritage' that is worth reflecting on. 

Historians of education now question whether the turn to progressive pedagogy 

in the first half of the twentieth century was either socially radical or liberating, 

as some of its adherents tended to claim. 121 Writing of citizenship education in 
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America, for example, Julie Reuben argues that 'educators promoted learning 

through doing because they believed it was a more effective way to inculcate 

certain attitudes and behaviour'. 122 Similarly, Ken Jones has argued that in 

Britain the proponents of progressive pedagogy 'combined criticism of the status 

quo with support of techniques that could be used to regenerate, but not to 

fundamentally transform, mass education'.123 In other words, the stress on 

educational activity, on community and co-operation was a simply a new way of 

teaching old lessons on the need for industry, duty, morality and self-control, 

lessons designed, at best, to renovate an existing social and political status

quo. In the case of the children in Cambridge, the desire to give children a pride 

in their national heritage possibly suggests that the programme of education 

was designed to cure them of those attitudes and behaviours attributable to the 

corrupting influence of revolutionary war. Building on a dominant view of the 

child as naturally innocent, expressions of political identities were encouraged, 

perhaps, only as a method for returning the child to the realms of a national 

heritage that ran deeper than politics. The relative freedom of their education 

was a method only for disposing or getting beyond the radical political identities 

that were a legacy of the Civil War. Like the progressives examined in chapter 

one, the education given to the children in Cambridge did not build on the 

revolutionary politics of the children but offered a secular and humanist 

education based on a vision of liberal democracy that many of the children 

would have objected to. Whatever the aims of this education it clearly offers an 

important perspective on refugee schooling in the period before 1945. 

The kind of educational activity described here clearly questions the efficacy of 

the assimilation model that is often taken as pervasive in pre-1945 accounts of 

migrant schooling. Here at least, there was no attempt to suppress native 

language or knowledge of home and instead the children were actively 

encouraged to express themselves both linguistically and politically. In this 

school at least, the foster-citizens were prepared for life in their adopted country 

by remembering and celebrating their national heritage; courses in English 

language and literature followed much later. What is interesting, in other words, 

is that this schooling actively encouraged the construction of multiple identities 

in refugee children. 
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However, elsewhere in Britain the understanding and tolerance shown towards 

the children at Cambridge was conspicuous only by its absence. For example, 

the behaviour of the children had seemingly become a matter of national 

importance since repeated questions on the repatriation of the children were put 

to the Home Office Minister, Geoffrey Lloyd, during July.124 Typical of these 

questions was that asked by the Conservative MP, Sir Thomas Moore on 29 

July 1937 who asked Lloyd : 

Whether in view of the repeated attacks made on British citizens by 
Basque refugee children, he will consider, in the interests of the refugees 
themselves and the safety of our people, making arrangements for their 
early return to their own country? 125 

This kind of opinion was formalised with the formation of a Spanish Children's 

Repatriation Committee in the summer of 1937, a body characterised by its 

fervently right wing members and drawing, it should be noted, on the negative 

association of 'Spanish' rather than the more positive connotations of 'Basque'. 

Bell has described the politics of this committee in detail so it is sufficient to note 

here that as early as the 5 July 1937, the Foreign Office had identified the return 

of the children as a clear British interest.126 'Judging by the indisciplined 

behaviour of the children in England the sooner they return to their parents the 

better' recorded a Foreign Office minute in early July.127 Later the same month, 

in response to a request to bring more refugee children to Britain, a government 

Cabinet meeting, 'were informed that reports on the Spanish refugees were not 

of a favourable character and so they agreed to refuse the request'. 128 At the 

Foreign Office Sir George Mounsey made clear how these reports had come 

from both 'the Home Office and the Ministry of Health [who] will only be too glad 

to see the last of the Basque children' .129 The first group of 160 children 

returned to Spain in November 1937, though when the Second World War 

broke out there were still 1,150 young refugees in Britain and some 250 had 

entered a life of permanent exile.130 

IV. Conclusions 

The emphasis on the standards and norms of Englishness in this chapter help 

explain what, at first sight, seem contradictory tendencies. Whilst, for example, 

the children were given a genuinely warm greeting in many areas they were 

199 



also physically isolated from the population for much of their stay in Britain. Of 

course, there are few references to the incarceration and isolation of the 

children. Instead, every step taken to settle the refugees is described 

exclusively in terms of practicality but actually the process of refugee settlement 

was underpinned by a specific sense of nationality that made the process of 

cultural exchange potentially hazardous. It made the children not only a health 

risk but also a potential focus of propaganda and revolutionary politics. This 

sense of nationality justified the isolation of the children because they were 

understood to pose a threat to public health and political stability in Britain. So 

whilst the children evinced some admirable humanitarian responses in many 

areas of the country, these responses were inevitably shaped by stereotypical 

ideas about England and Spain. These ideas - highlighted in chapter one and 

analysed in the discussion of representation in chapter two - could be more or 

less harmful depending on the group of children under discussion. 

This chapter demonstrates that those Spanish, or perhaps more accurately 

Basque, children who had a positive experience of exile were likely to come 

from middle class backgrounds. They shared one or more of the cultural norms 

of the people, and more broadly, the institutions and the society caring for them; 

they were practising Catholics, disciplined scholars, polite and mannered. On 

the other hand, those children from working class backgrounds who were 

fiercely anti-clerical and consciously socialist found their identities and their 

cultural capital at odds with the expectations of many people in Britain. Their 

radical and politicised identities were the antithesis of both a deeply embedded 

ideology of childhood and the self-styled moderation of national identity in 

1930s Britain. Consequently, many refugee volunteer workers attempted to try 

and 'return' children to a state of 'natural innocence and dependency' through a 

range of strategies that have been explored in the main body of this chapter. So 

even when the children were the recipients of remarkably progressive 

educational programmes, the underlying motive was to help the children 

'mature', 'stabilise' their politics and help them become good foster-citizens in 

Britain. Behind this educational policy, in other words, was a rather patronising 

judgement on the 'immaturity' and 'instability' not just of the children but also of 

the country and culture they came from. In short, the radicalism of some of the 

children was never quite accepted in Britain even by educational progressives 
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on the political left because, implicitly at least, they continued to think of 

nationality as a deep seated, homogeneous and racialised essence. This 

perception of nationality has undoubtedly contributed to what Bell has identified 

as the 'ambiguity of identity' in former refugee children who remained in Britain: 

My ways are English ways, but I can never be an Englishman. I'm 
naturalised, but I'm still a foreigner really. I don't feel it till people start 
talking seriously about nationality, then I realise England is an adopted 
country for me. 

England has been my country for- oh, such a long time. Mind you, Spain 
is still here, in the heart.131 

Clearly, for these former refugee children, the experience of exile continues. For 

whilst on one level the testimonies show how the former refugees have adapted 

to life in exile, at some other level, they almost uniformly report a sense of 

ambiguity surrounding notions of home, belonging and identity. This ambiguity 

is an inevitable result of the way in which nationality has been conceptualised 

as a racialised essence both in Britain, and across Europe, for most of this 

century. These themes are explored in more detail in the chapter that follows. 
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Chapter Five 

Jewish Children in Britain: Assimilation, Education and Identity 

And now England is being made a refuge for the Jewish children from 
Germany. They will grow up and when they are some years older they will ruin 
and swindle the children of today. 1 

(School essay on 'What I think about the Jews', 1939) 

Introduction 

In moving from an examination of the experiences of Spanish to Jewish refugee 

children the focus of the narrative changes by degree, rather than in kind. For 

as in the previous chapter, the central theme here is of the way in which ideas 

about Englishness shaped the policies of refugee agencies and, in turn, 

affected the experiences of refugee children in Britain. Both the potent anti

Semitism current in Britain during this period and the projected period of exile -

it was counted in years rather than months - make, however, this theme more 

pronounced and therefore influential in the case of the Jewish children when 

compared to the Spanish. As will become clear in what follows, whilst there 

were varied reactions that greeted the arrival of the children in Britain, from 

genuine humanitarian sympathy to dire warnings of 'racial' degeneration, there 

was almost complete agreement that the children would need to be closely 

monitored, controlled and directed. England and Englishness could not simply 

accept these children but needed to settle, educate and assimilate them in 

ways that were clearly set out and closely proscribed. 

In terms of the policies of refugee agencies there are a number of stages in the 

evacuation process that were also evident in the case of the Spanish children. 

The arrival of the children and their initial settlement in a refugee camp is, once 

again, subjected to some critical attention here. Existing histories of the Jewish 

refugees see the camps as a logistic necessity given the numbers of children 

arriving in Britain and the delays in finding them accommodation.2 Whilst this is 

perfectly accurate there are, however, more philosophical reasons for the 

establishment of refugee camps at Dovercourt Bay and Lowestoft. For when 
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the camps are viewed in conjunction with the case of the Spanish children, it is 

possible to see them not just as an administrative convenience but as an 

important method for controlling the process of refugee settlement. When, in 

other words, the establishment of camps is seen as part of an emerging policy 

to 'deal' with child refugees, it is clear that the camps enabled the refugee 

agencies and the British government to protect their vision of Englishness. 

A key function of the camps was to enable refugee agencies to exercise an 

important degree of control over housing policy. The close scrutiny of 

demographic settlement that was highlighted in chapter three of this study was 

designed to achieve a 'desirable distribution' or 'dispersal' of the refugees. The 

desirability of this distribution was measured against what the refugee agencies 

saw as the homogeneity of the English people. The idea that 'too many' of the 

children could live in one area was underpinned by a simultaneous vision of 

national ethnic unity and a conception of the children as alien outsiders who 

were potentially a threat. England and Englishness needed, in other words, 

protecting. 

The perceived need to protect this vision of Englishness led the state and the 

refugee agencies to implement a policy of assimilation. Whilst there have been 

sustained debates in the social sciences about the meaning and validity of the 

term assimilation, there is no need to rehearse these debates here.3 Rather, the 

term 'policy of assimilation' is taken to indicate those practices that both identify 

an 'alien' group and then subjects that group to a set of administrative, housing, 

educational and pastoral practices whose aim is to impose certain norms and 

values on the migrant group.4 On a philosophical level, this policy of 

assimilation assumes that refugees can learn to adapt to England and 

Englishness. The selection of foster homes and parents with the 'appropriate', 

in other words middle class, manners, morals and values was one method of 

this assimilation. Another was education. Considered here as both formal 

schooling and as a broader range of social and cultural practices that have a 

recognised educative element, education was crucial to the assimilation project 

mapped out by the refugee agencies. Like those social reformers, politicians 

and educationists outlined in chapter one of this study, refugee agencies saw 
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education as a means of disseminating to the children under their care the 

essential components of national identity. Yet, as will become clear below, the 

young refugees proved adept at adapting this education for their own needs. 

As in the previous chapter, particular attention is given in this chapter to the 

crucial role that the children's cultural and educational agency played in their 

adaptation to exile. Of interest here is the way in which children were able to 

employ that cultural capital, sketched in chapter three, in order to survive and 

prosper in British society. These strategies of adaptation are evident in the 

diaries and other written documentation produced by refugees. They are 

overwhelmingly articulated, however, in the oral testimony of former refugee 

children. The use of this source material necessitates a brief methodological 

discussion on the reliability and legitimacy of oral history. No attempt is made 

here to rehearse the prolonged debates on oral history but what is offered is a 

consideration of the role of oral testimony in the study of migration histories. 

More specifically the benefits of oral testimony in illuminating the active 

response of Jewish refugee children to programmes of assimilation are 

considered. 

This chapter pursues these themes of assimilation and adaptation 

chronologically. It begins by exploring how both the origins and the 

development of assimilation policy between 1933 and 1938 was linked to, and 

shaped by, particular perceptions of English national identity. A second section 

offers a detailed account of the ways in which this policy of assimilation was 

expanded in order to settle the increased numbers of children that entered 

England on the Kinderlransport scheme. _In particular, the role of education in 

this process is examined and a detailed discussion on the 'pedagogy of 

assimilation' is included. Such a pedagogy aimed to help refugees acquire 

certain skills, values and attitudes as quickly as possible and, whilst it was most 

closely associated with state schooling, this policy of assimilation also 

characterised the educational activity sponsored by an established Anglo

Jewish elite. However, this perception of education as a tool for assimilation 

ignored the ways in which children used their cultural capital in order to deal 

with and respond to that process of assimilation. The deployment of this 
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educational capital is most evident in the educational experiences that the 

children chose to engage with that helped them develop identities as young 

Zionists, Marxists, and Jews. This chapter examines some of those broad 

educational experiences, their philosophies, methods and results. Finally, a 

third section that also explores how migration, a policy of assimilation and their 

own educational activity impacted on the children's sense of identity. As 

refugees who drew ambiguous responses from the host society, many children 

developed a sense of self in a 'third space' outside the recognised boundaries 

of national culture. 

I. 1933-1938: origins and development of assimilation policy. 

In philosophical terms the Refugee Children's Movement based its policy of 

assimilation on that 'liberal' perception of Englishness that was outlined in the 

first chapter of this study. Such a view of national identity, it will be 

remembered, celebrated what were regarded as uniquely English traditions of 

freedom and liberty that could be traced in the religious diversity of its 

population and in the fervently acclaimed tradition of tolerance to immigrants 

and refugees. However, this tradition of tolerance also had clear limits. In return 

for living under conditions of freedom and liberty, migrants arriving in Britain 

were expected to assimilate to the dominant cultural forms of the host society. 

Exactly what this process of assimilation might entail was, as will become clear 

in this chapter, a matter for considerable debate. Yet as both chapter two, on 

the negotiations for the entry of refugee children to Britain, and chapter three, 

on the representation of those children on their arrival, clearly showed, the 

expectation and principle of assimilation was an established fact in British 

society in the 1930s. Indeed, this assimilationist view of cultural exchange was 

'common sense' by wartime, a fact that helps explain why the dominant 

expression of domestic anti-Semitism in Britain became a complaint against the 

conscious exclusivity of Jews.5 

Precisely because the need for assimilation and adaptation was a universal and 

'common sense' view of cultural exchange there are relatively few 

straightforward statements of policy in the records of the Movement's Executive 
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Committee. Few, if any, members of that committee wrote or spoke in any great 

detail of the need for assimilation simply because nobody seriously questioned 

it. The relative paucity of explicit policy directives on assimilation has led 

directly to two significant omissions in the historiography of Jewish refugee 

children in Britain. The first omission evident, for example, in Gottlieb's (1998) 

study, is a failure to recognise the existence of assimilation policy and write 

uncritically of the period of adaptation as an inevitable and natural 

consequence of persecution and exile.6 This particular lacunae highlights a 

general weakness of institutional studies based predominately upon 

documentary records; namely the tendency to unconsciously adopt the world 

view apparent in the records that these institutions and movements leave 

behind. The second omission in the historiography of the children, evident for 

example in Baumel's (1981) study, is to refer to a policy of assimilation but to 

neglect to set out its philosophical basis or to explore its practices and 

techniques, contradictions and confusions. As far as the philosophy of 

assimilation is concerned, Baumel does not explore or explain the perceived 

need for national homogeneity whilst the techniques of assimilation are not 

documented because important Home Office and Movement documents were 

not consulted. In this study, by contrast, the philosophy of assimilation has 

already been linked to specific and influential ideas about Englishness. The 

focus now switches to identifying and tracing how these ideas about 

Englishness resulted in a broad continuity in the operation of assimilation policy 

from the middle of the 1930s to the end of the war. In doing so, the 

development of refugee agencies for children is traced, whilst the role of the 

state and of key individuals from the Anglo-Jewish community in shaping 

assimilation policy is also made explicit. What becomes clear in this narrative is 

that politicians, civil servants and refugee organisations all attempted to protect, 

in ways that were sometimes contradictory and often controversial, the idea of 

Englishness. 

British refugee policy in the 1930s was, as Louise London has shown, 

predicated on a perceived need both to carefully select and limit the number of 

Jewish refugees arriving in Britain.7 Indeed, as was made clear in chapter two 

of this study, one of the reasons for the development of a specifically child 
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refugee policy was a tabula rasa perception of children and childhood that 

assumed they could adapt particularly quickly and effectively to life in Britain. 

John Hope Simpson, a contemporary authority on refugee movement and 

settlement, articulated this view of childhood when he advised European 

governments that: 

it would be sound policy to accept as many children as possible with the 
deliberate intention of bringing them up and educating them and 
ultimately naturalizing them as citizens of the country which adopts 
them.8 

This view of children as particularly suitable candidates for exile helps explain 

how, even when no formal policy for children had been established, a 

significant proportion of the 'early immigrants were children and young people'.9 

After the passing of the Nuremburg Laws in September 1935 the Central British 

Fund for Jewish Relief (CBF) began making specific efforts to rescue 

endangered children in Germany. By March 1936 the CBF had helped establish 

and finance a committee for solely this purpose. This was the British Inter-Aid 

Committee for Children from Germany that evacuated 471 children between 

May 1936 and November 1938 when it merged with other refugee agencies to 

become the Refugee Children's Movement. 10 In addition, the Council for 

German Jewry was launched after the passing of the Nuremburg Laws in 

September 1935 with the stated aim of emigrating 100,000 young persons from 

Germany to locations around the world. 11 What is clear from these and the 

myriad other individual or small scale schemes to evacuate children from 

Germany, and later Austria, is that age was an important criteria in deciding 

who was a good candidate for emigration. As the prominent refugee worker 

Professor Norman Bentwich put it in a retrospective account of his work, it was 

youth who had the 'constructive energy' required for the problems of 

'readaptation' that emigration inevitably brought.12 The rescue of young people 

was, in other words, the first principle of selection. 

A second principle shaping the selection of refugees in Britain was class. The 

importance of class in shaping judgements about the suitability of refugees for 

migration to Britain can be seen in schemes trying to bring children out of 
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Germany. One such scheme was publicised in the December 1935 edition of 

the Birmingham Jewish Recorder that carried news of 'a touching appeal' for 

the victims of Nazi brutality that 'must arouse universal sympathy'.13 Children in 

Germany, the appeal notice went on, were 'suffering mental torture under the 

ostracism they experience in school' and unless something was done for them 

they were certain to be 'reduced to nervous wrecks'. 14 Whilst little detail of the 

proposed scheme is given, what is clear is that some children were to be 

evacuated to England for schooling if they were able to find offers of 'hospitality' 

during term-time. The children, readers are explicitly informed, will be drawn 

'from the professional class or parents of equal standing'. 15 Perhaps most 

tellingly of all, when desperate parents in Central Europe began soliciting for a 

guarantor to secure their child's evacuation to Britain in the Jewish Chronicle 

they uniformly stressed the middle class family background: 

Would anybody kindly take German barrister's children into their home or 
help to place them suitably; intelligent, healthy children, boy 7, girl 11; 
need not be together; fullest references. 16 

Which family would give a home to two Viennese children, girls aged 1 0 
and 14 years. Very well educated speak English and French. 
Photographs and references willingly sent.17 

These appeal notices indicate the clear understanding on the part of potential 

refugees that a middle class background aided the chances of successful 

escape to Britain. Implicitly at least, the prospective child refugees do not pose 

a threat to society because of their good health and their ability with languages. 

What parents in Central Europe clearly grasped, in other words, was that British 

aid committees preferred refugees with middle class manners and values. As 

far as children are concerned, these preferences in recruitment can be closely 

documented. 

In a conference on the 'Christian Outcasts of Germany' held in London during 

February 1938 the Secretary of the Inter-Aid Committee, Gladys Skelton, spoke 

in some detail about those children who had been brought to Britain by her 

committee. 18 After outlining the kind of 'psychological distress' that resulted from 

their persecution she went on to describe the educational programme being 
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implemented by her Committee: 

... they had to prepare these young people to earn their living in some 
practical occupation. No intellectual nor academic education could be 
given to a young person, however brilliant, for the whole world now 
repudiated the humanities and sought only as citizens those who could 
provide the best cannon fodder, or technicians who could effectively 
equip such cannon fodder. Reverence for learning which could not serve 
some practical end was fast dying out of the world. 19 

This contribution to the conference has been quoted at length because it gives 

a clear indication of the kind of framework in which education policy for 

refugees was being constructed. It offers clear evidence of the way in which 

social, political and economic changes shaped contemporary thinking about the 

requisite education for future citizens. Indeed, Skelton's conference speech can 

be read as a deeply pessimistic view of that debate on education for citizenship 

that was outlined in the first chapter of this study. The children must become 

'cannon fodder' because that is what states now demand of the great majority 

of its citizens. Though there is an implicit recognition of the exceptional degree 

of cultural and educational capital possessed by the refugee children they were 

still, despite individual brilliance, to be trained for manual productive labour. 

There must be, therefore, no 'academic' (equated with non-productive) 

education but rather a training in those individual characteristics, discipline and 

obedience, that enhance production. Refugee children were clearly destined for 

the working class. Whilst there is an implicit note of regret about this state of 

affairs the need for productive citizens is taken as a given fact that, according to 

the account of the conference that remains, was not disputed. Little wonder 

then that a little over a week later Home Office representatives were amending 

the League of Nations' Convention Concerning Refugees from Germany to 

ensure that refugees were not entitled to any access to secondary or higher 

education. 

It is clear from the foregoing evidence that before November 1938 the selection 

of refugees from Europe took place on the basis of a perceived ability to 

assimilate to the receiving society. The criteria for this judgement about 

assimilation were based on a 'racial' conception of the nation that demanded 

214 



that refugees must undergo a process of cultural change in order to fit in to 

British society. From the discussion so far, it is clear that a limited number of 

both young Jews and non-Aryan Christians were deemed to have the capability 

to assimilate to British society. If refugees came from the right 'stock' and were 

prepared to train in a range of manual and productive occupations then they 

could be accepted in Britain. It is to a detailed examination of that process of 

assimilation as it developed in the late 1930s and early 1940s that attention 

now turns. 

The principles and operation of the assimilation policy operating across all 

schemes for evacuated children in Britain are neatly encapsulated in an 

important article written by Norman Bentwich in 1937. As the Director of 

Emigration and Training for the Council of German Jewry, Bentwich had 

considerable personal authority over education and training policy for 

refugees. 20 Entitled Education for Citizenship in Exile, Bentwich's article 

appeared as one of a series of articles that concerned itself with the wider 

debate on education for citizenship in the progressive educational journal The 

New Era in Home and School in May 1937.21 The importance of the article for 

the purposes of this discussion is twofold. First, it acts as confirmation of the 

importance that refugee aid workers attached to education for the purposes of 

assimilation. Second, and crucially, it also begins to explain both the 

practicalities and pedagogy of what Bentwich was apt to call'training for exile'. 

This is crucial because the general consensus amongst refugee aid workers on 

the need for some kind of assimilationist schooling meant there was little public 

debate about what that might mean in practice. As will become clear below, 

Education for Citizenship in Exile was something of a euphemism for education 

as a form of control and assimilation. 

Bentwich characterises what he calls the 'moral difficulty' of refugees in the 

following manner: 

They have no roots. They feel themselves strangers, they are self
conscious, and their sensitiveness is inevitably exaggerated by the 
knowledge that they are unwanted guests. 
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There is a grave danger that, unless some element of large humanity 
enters into the upbringing of the children, they will, when they grow up, 
cherish subversive tendencies, feeling themselves the victims of an 
unjust society.22 

Of all the potential difficulties facing refugee children, no formal legal protection, 

uncertain future in exile, loneliness, confusion, psychological difficulties, 

Bentwich explicitly sees what he calls the 'moral danger' as the gravest 

problem. Refugee children constitute a 'moral danger' simply because they are 

rootless, sensitive and self-conscious strangers. The children are potential 

subversives, it is worth noting, because they realise they are not 'rooted' and do 

not 'belong' in Britain. Further on, Bentwich also notes that the 'high level of 

social and intellectual life' of the children from Germany offer 'special 

difficulties'. Before moving on to consider the strategies suggested for averting 

the moral danger, it is worth reflecting on the way in which Bentwich perceives 

the arrival of the children. 

In his construction of the problematic and rootless refugee Bentwich 

reproduces a version of that homogeneous view of national identity set out in 

chapters one and two of this study. The refugee was rootless, the English were 

rooted; refugees were strangers, the English familiar; refugees were a moral 

danger, the English were morally sound. It is a simultaneous construction of the 

refugee outsider and a definition of a, specifically middle class, English 

normality.23 Refugees were deemed to be 'different' and for Bentwich and most 

of the refugee agency staff, difference seems to have been equated with 

deviancy, diversity with danger. Active characteristics and emotions challenged 

English homogeneity and spelt moral danger. What was required, to repeat 

Gladys Skelton's brutal phrase, was docile 'cannon fodder'. 

The obvious answer to the moral danger posed by refugee children, argues 

Bentwich, is to send them to school. Speaking of other refugee movements he 

applauds the wisdom of 'absorbing the alien element into the body politic' by 

enabling them to attend state schools.24 He notes with approval that though the 

final destination of many of the children has yet to be fixed: 
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.. .far the largest part of the children of German refugees are distributed 
in English schools in all parts of the country. They have to assimilate the 
ideas of the new environment. In that there may be some loss of their 
own special characteristics; but on the other hand they adjust 
themselves to the new conditions in which their life is to be lived, and 
contribute qualities of method and discipline which are so highly 
developed in their native country. 25 

What is evident in this description of the assimilation process in state schools is 

the unthinking assumption that those schools are a repository of national 

values. The ideas, and the morals, values and norms, of the new environment 

are all to be found in state schools. It is also simply assumed that these 

morals, values and norms would simply overwhelm the 'special characteristics', 

or identity, of the refugee children. Where the state schools are concerned 

there is no specific discussion of pedagogy but an assumption that processes 

of 'moral regulation' are equally applicable both to English children and 

refugees. 26 That is to say those educational'rules, technologies and practices' 

that aimed to produce a set of 'behaviours, values and beliefs' consistent with a 

middle class version of English national values applied to refugee children in 

state schools.27 Indeed, the application of these rules and practices to 

immigrant children had been ongoing since the introduction of mass elementary 

schooling in Britain.28 As Anna Davin has argued of the period between 1870 

and 1914 'the acknowledged object of the school was integrative: to "civilise" 

the children of the poor and to anglicize foreign children - to ensure that the 

next generation met the needs of the modern nation-state'. 29 Similarly in the 

1930s class based notions of nationality and the good citizen shaped 

elementary schooling. 'We [all of us] believe', the President of the Board of 

Education Oliver Stanley told the House of Commons in 1935, 'that if you teach 

a child to be proud of its own country, it is much more likely to be a worthy 

citizen of that country in the future'. 30 Schools were, in other words, institutions 

for the popularisation of models of good citizenship based around more or less 

specific notions of national identity. As was shown in chapter one of this study, 

whilst visions of national identity might differ, and whilst there were prolonged 

debates on desirable methods for teaching good citizenship, the basic role of 

state schools was never questioned. State education aimed to school their 

subjects or citizens to occupy specific class and gender positions within the 
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nation, whilst at the same time promoting a sense of loyalty to Britain and its 

Empire. 31 

The absence of a specific pedagogical discussion on assimilation in state 

schools should not, therefore, be interpreted as evidence that such a process 

did not take place. Rather the absence of such a debate is an indication of the 

consensus surrounding the necessity of such a process. In this consensus it is 

possible to trace the intersection between a tabula rasa view of childhood, in 

which children of certain ages can be easily assimilated, and a belief in the 

power of state education to produce good citizens and a coherent sense of 

nationality. Yet just as national identity is refracted through class, gender and 

ethnicity, so schooling for refugee pupils operated on a number of different 

levels with different models of good citizenship. The production of the good 

citizen was not, in other words, a uniform process but one quite explicitly 

shaped by notions of class and gender. It is possible to get a better sense of 

the details of this divisive process by examining the schooling of those children 

that took place outside the state education system. Here, Bentwich describes 

that diverse range of schools and educational institutions set up to care for and 

educate refugee children from Nazi Germany. Whilst the discussion here 

focuses on Britain, it is worth remembering that a European wide system of 

refugee schooling developed throughout the 1930s that selected and trained 

refugee children in preparation for exile.32 

In Britain a number of schools catering wholly or partly for refugees were 

established throughout the decade. Arguably the most famous and influential of 

these was Kurt Hahn's Gordonstoun, established in the Scottish Highlands in 

1934. Hahn, himself a refugee, sought bodily and mental health for his pupils in 

what Lawson and Silver call 'a tough, almost spartan, training combined with a 

sense of justice and social service'.33 This, argued Bentwich, was a 'new 

conception of the Public School' as 'strongholds of fitness' which sought 'closer 

relation[s] with the life of the people' that would also 'fit the boys more fully for 

citizenship'.34 This emphasis on physical activity and self-discipline closely 

resembles the wider ethos of leadership that ran through Public Schooling in 

Britain. By definition, however, the leadership principle in operation at 
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Gordonstoun - and its prep school, Wester Elchies, -was to be taught only to a 

small and select number of refugee children. Despite the implicit egalitarianism 

in bringing such children closer to 'the people', there is no pretence that they 

are to be of the people. Similar to, but distinct from, the mass of the population, 

these refugee children, all of them boys, had privileged access to an elitist 

conception of citizenship. 

Anna Essinger's New Herrlingen School that relocated en masse from Germany 

to England in August 1933 offers an interesting contrast to Hahn's 

Gordonstoun.35 Essinger was deeply concerned by the development of anti

Semitic legislation in German education policy during the spring of 1933 and, 

following negotiations with both the Board of Education and the Ministry of 

Labour, opened her school in Otterden, Kent, on the 6 October 1933. 

Essinger's was a liberal and progressive co-educational enterprise whose 

philosophy on teaching refugee children was rather more sophisticated than the 

models of assimilation laid down for children attending state schools. For 

example, Essinger recognised the need to prepare children for 'living in a 

foreign country' by helping them 'to appreciate the people with whom they had 

to live and communicate'.36 Indeed, in a metaphor suggestive of those 

landscaped visions of national identity, refugee pupils, argued Essinger, 'had to 

dig up new ground for themselves' and implicitly at least, plant themselves in 

England.37 To this end, English was declared the 'official language of the 

school' and local teachers were employed from the very start, though it is 

perhaps worth noting that the recruitment of English staff who were sympathetic 

to the children's position was difficult.38 Nonetheless, Essinger still aimed to 

teach refugee children 'that their cultural background was worth cultivating even 

though they were removed from their natural soil'.39 So whilst every 

encouragement was made in developing English language skills, there was no 

absolute prohibition on German and lessons took place in both languages.40 

The importance of language for the children is explored in the second half of 

this chapter but for the moment it is sufficient to recognise that Essinger was 

unusual, and perhaps visionary, in seeing education as a method for 

negotiating the experience of migration by cultivating multiple cultural identities. 

Josephs argues that she saw her role and her school as: 
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.. . a necessary link between the memory of a Germany they had left 
behind and a new life in an alien land and an unknown language.41 

In recognising the importance of memory and cultural identity to refugees, and 

in seeing education as a means for developing and exploring these, Essinger 

anticipated both the celebration of linguistic and cultural diversity that 

characterises multicultural education and the much more recent debates on 

refugee schooling.42 Moreover, in doing so, she quite clearly challenged 

homogeneous visions of national identity and questioned the necessity of a 

closely prescribed programme of assimilation. For Norman Bentwich, however, 

Essinger's school could be comfortably accommodated in what, as has been 

shown here, was effectively a survey of assimilation in his Education for 

Citizenship in Exile. For his only comment on the school employs a significant 

mixed metaphor in noting how it was 'planted in the heart of the County of 

Kent'. This seemingly innocuous description is actually an important note in the 

commentary because it shows how anatomy and landscape, the heart and the 

county, intersect to produce a vision of national identity. Some elaboration of 

this point acts as a conclusion to this detailed discussion of Bentwich's 

educational vision. 

There is a potential tension in the process of assimilation as Bentwich 

described it. Whilst he accepts that assimilation is necessary in order to adapt 

to 'the ideas of the new environment', he also readily admits that many of the 

children have not identified a final destination for exile. Indeed, he explicitly 

states that 'most of them could not expect to be absorbed in the country of 

temporary refuge, but must prepare the children for a new life in some country 

overseas'. Put simply, how can children assimilate to the new environment 

when they have still to complete their journey into exile? 

Bentwich does not address this tension directly but gets round it by implicitly 

equating English national values with the characteristics of world citizenship. 

Having noted, for example, the location of Essinger's school in the heart of the 

County of Kent, he goes on to discuss an unidentified school in the 'lovely 
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setting of the English countryside in Surrey': 

Here in these characteristic British landscapes the German exiled 
children, mingling with the children of the country, should be able to 
imbibe the sense of freedom, and acquire also some sense of 
membership of the larger human society, that will fit them for life, 
whether in the country in which they are educated or in some other land 
of emigration and adventure.43 

The English country landscape has, as its special property, freedom. Whilst 

there can be little doubt that this is a specifically national quality, this sense of 

freedom is also compatible with a sense of 'world citizenship' that will smooth 

the process of emigration and settlement anywhere in the world. Bentwich goes 

on to elaborate on the special qualities of what are simultaneously both national 

qualities and the constituent characteristics of world citizenship. These refugee 

children are recipients of the 'generous response' evoked in Britain by 

'unmerited hardship and by persecution'.44 Their education in the metropolitan 

centre of the British Empire endows them with a 'stronger understanding of 

common humanity' and gives them a 'more generous outlook towards peoples 

of all nations and all creeds'.45 Bentwich's vision of Education for Citizenship in 

Exile is, in short, a kind of educational imperialism whose central message is 

that living and learning in Britain teaches refugees generosity, humanity, 

tolerance and understanding. It recognises a loss of identity in this programme 

of assimilation but, because of the homogenous construction of national identity 

in this period, treats it as practical, desirable and inevitable. That is not to say 

however, that national identity aimed for equality. Class and gender shaped this 

educational programme of assimilation so that a male elite trained at 

Gordonstoun, whilst the rest joined the native working class in being subjected 

to a process of educational control. It was noted earlier how Rousmaniere and 

others have described this process of control as a process of 'moral regulation'. 

The concept is important here because, whilst recognising that 'moral 

regulatory practices are pervasive and powerful', it also highlights the 'human 

capacity to subvert and exceed the constraints' of this process.46 Further on, 

some of the ways in which children were able to subvert a programme of 

assimilation (that can be conceived of as a specific form of moral regulation) 

are explored in detail. For the moment, however, the continuity and 
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development of assimilation policy is the focus of discussion and, in particular, 

two points about the timing and significance of Bentwich's article. 

First, it is clear that the basis of assimilation policy lay in the period before the 

state had any real kind of direct involvement in child refugee policy. In the early 

part of the decade they entrusted more or less the whole operation to an Anglo

Jewish community in a state of considerable political flux. This leads to a 

second and important point about assimilation policy for refugee children. This 

is to say that despite those competing visions of Jewish identity in Britain that 

were outlined in chapter two, both Zionists and non- or anti- Zionists in the 

Anglo-Jewish community saw a need for some kind of policy of assimilation or 

acculturation. For non- or anti- Zionists the point was simply that a political and 

emotional commitment to a Jewish sovereign state raised the spectre of dual 

loyalty and of Jews in Britain having allegiance to, and some sense of 

belonging in, that Jewish homeland. For Zionists, the case is a little more 

complicated and requires slightly lengthier elaboration. 

Cesarani has argued that one of the reasons for the popularity of Zionism in 

Britain during this period was that it facilitated an expression of Jewish ethnicity 

at a time when 'ethnicity as a fully developed political idea' did not exist in 

Britain.47 Zionism, he argues, acted as 'a surrogate and shibboleth' some three 

or four decades before the rhetoric of ethnic pluralism was articulated in 

Britain.48 For the purposes of this argument the important point to note is that 

these middle class Jews felt constrained by ethnically homogeneous 

conceptions of the nation. A simple declaration of Jewish ethnicity in Britain 

invited anti-Semitic attacks, was dangerous and unacceptable because it was 

interpreted as violating the dominant perception of the nation as the 

embodiment of a single ethnicity. Zionism gave Jews the opportunity to express 

a Jewish identity in a political project for a Jewish homeland in a way that was 

acceptable to wider British society. Herein lies the basis for the consensus on 

the need for some kind of process of either assimilation or acculturation; ethnic 

pluralism was unacceptable and so those aliens arriving in Britain needed to 

adapt. In other words, as a principle governing the evacuation process both 

groups saw some kind of education to train children for exile as an obvious 
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necessity. One detailed example will serve to illustrate the point here. 

Amongst other visitors to Dovercourt Children's Refugee Camp in Essex in 

January 1939 was the Chief Rabbi, and prominent Zionist, Dr J.H. Hertz. 

Distributing copies of his 'Book of Jewish Thoughts' to the children, Hertz 

attached a letter that encouraged them to 'behave quietly and politely and to 

remember that English people admire quietness and gentleness in behaviour'.49 

In fact, a detailed quotation from the text of the letter reads like a classic 

statement of assimilation policy: 

LETTER FROM THE CHIEF RABBI OF THE BRITISH EMPIRE: 

My dear child, 
I am writing this letter to you on behalf of all the good people in England 
who are working for your welfare. 
We want you to understand that you are coming to a land where you will 
find love and kindness extended to you from all sides. Everybody is 
working hard to try and find the best way of helping you, and I am sure 
that you too will want to help them to do this. There are several ways in 
which you can do this: 
1. Try to be considerate to all people whom you meet in your new 

home. Behave quietly and politely to everyone, including the other 
children with you. 

2. It is customary in this country to wait quietly for your turn in getting 
onto buses, trams and trains; and for boys and young people to offer 
their seats to elder ones who are standing. 

3. Remember that English people admire quietness and gentleness in 
behaviour; and therefore it is very important not to crowd together nor 
talk noisily in public places. 

4. Everything that is being done for you is done willingly and out of love; 
but it would be very helpful if you always remembered to show and 
express your thanks for what is being done.50 

Almost paradoxically, the letter is simultaneously an expression of the unique 

tolerance and gentility on offer in the land of 'love and kindness' and a veiled 

warning about the need to behave in the 'proper manner'. This proper manner 

effectively equates both with a middle class sense of proprietary and demands 

ethnic invisibility. The central message to the children is to behave like English 

children and avoid any conduct that could be construed as distinctive of 

aliens. 51 It is a framework of assimilation that middle class Zionists shared with 

non-or anti-Zionists. Nonetheless, it would be churlish to deny that there were 
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debates about the nature and extent of this assimilation process between the 

different factions of Anglo-Jewry. These differences will become clear later in 

this chapter. For the moment, it is important to recognise that there was basic 

agreement about the need for some kind of assimilation (or acculturation) 

process in the Anglo-Jewish community. Having explored the contours of this 

broad agreement as envisaged before the Kindertransport, attention now shifts 

to the continuing development and implementation of assimilation policy in 

response to the arrival of increasing numbers of children in Britain. 

In the aftermath of Kristallnacht Helen Bentwich, wife of Norman Bentwich and 

a senior figure in the Education Department of the London County Council, was 

approached by the Council for German Jewry to devise a plan to facilitate the 

emigration of young Jews from Germany. The plan effectively created the 

Movement for Care of Children in Britain, subsuming in the process the British 

Inter-Aid Committee, and eventually renamed the Refugee Children's 

Movement (or Movement as it is referred to here).52 The plan also provided the 

framework on which the Movement was to arrange the housing, education and 

pastoral care of the children. It aimed to bring to Britain approximately 5,000 

children in groups of 250-500 and house them initially in a number of summer 

holiday camps along the south coast. The public would be invited to offer 

accommodation to these children and a system of inspection of potential foster 

homes instituted. Schooling was to be arranged with the appropriate local 

authorities. Gottlieb rightly notes how the plan was endorsed with 'seemingly 

little discussion' and a sub-committee established to implement this. 53 Former 

Home Secretary and prominent Liberal Lord Herbert Samuel chaired it and 

Helen Bentwich took the role of Secretary. Dennis Cohen (Jewish Refugees 

Committee), Gladys Skelton (formerly of the British Inter-Aid Committee), 

Rebecca Sieff (Women's Zionist Organisation) and Lola Hahn-Warburg (the 

only refugee member of the hierarchy and sister-in-law to Kurt Hahn) made up 

the membership. The whole scheme had been put together with a conspicuous 

lack of consultation and its central decision making bodies lacked any 

representation from established Zionists or religiously Orthodox Jews. It is 

difficult to say precisely why this was the case. Undoubtedly, part of the reason 

was the simple sense of urgency concerning the rescue of children. However, it 
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seems likely that the general impression amongst the old elite was that the 

Zionists and Orthodox Jews were meddlesome and difficult to work with . In any 

case disputes became apparent as the Movement set about caring for the 

children recently arrived in Britain. 

II. December 1938: arrival, settlement and adaptation of the 

Kindertransport. 54 

On arrival at Harwich on Friday 2 December 1938, that first group of children 

were greeted by representatives of the Movement who boarded the liner 

Prague and, as the Movement's own report has it, 'placed labels around the 

necks of the children, bearing the name and number of each one'.55 With an 

identity tag now hung around the neck, each child was then directed to the 

immigration authorities where a Home Office permit was stamped and then 

onto to the port medical officer where a successful examination was also 

signified by further stamp. 56 This procedure, in other words, closely matches 

that followed by the Spanish children, though here press reports have 

noticeably less to say on the issue of health, a fact explained by the different 

cultural stereotypes of the respective groups that were explained in chapter 

one. Nonetheless in broad details the two groups were subject to a similar 

process of arrival, identification and medical examination before their onward 

journey. Tagged, inspected and stamped, the children waited for their dispersal. 

From Harwich the newly arrived refugee children went in one of two directions. 

Those who came to Britain backed by a personal guarantee boarded a train to 

London escorted by representatives of the Movement. There they would meet 

their guarantor and, after some official documentation had been signed, travel 

on towards a new home in locations across Britain. For those children without a 

guarantor, buses or trains ferried them to a number of reception camps 

established in locations close to the two points of arrival of Southampton and 

Harwich. In both cases the official Movement policy of assimilation was soon 

quite explicit and it is to the implementation of that policy that attention now 

turns. 
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The first detailed public statements from the Movement came soon after the 

children had arrived in Britain. The first public memorandum was dated 7 

December 1938 and gave broad outline both of the Movement's policy and 

issued encouragement and advice for people planning to organise a local 

committee. 57 A second and more detailed policy document was published in the 

form of a letter written by Helen Bentwich to the Jewish Chronicle on the 16 

December 1938. Two weeks after the first group of children had arrived in 

Britain more than a thousand children had been placed in a camp at Dovercourt 

- which Anna Essinger of the New Herrlingen School was seconded to run - and 

more were to be placed in a second camp at Lowestoft. Bentwich's letter was 

designed both as a general communication to interested parties and an appeal 

for help with finance, staff and setting up hostels for children around the 

country.58 Three points of interest regarding both conceptions of national 

identity and the related policy of assimilation arise from this letter. 

First, Bentwich registers a clear discomfort with the term 'camp' by consistently 

placing it in inverted commas. She begins her letter by stating 'we are in need 

of helpers for our refugee children's "camp" ' and, later and almost regretfully, 

'we are having to open another of these so-called "camps" '.59 Bentwich does 

not elaborate on the reasons for her discomfort though it is perhaps suggested 

by the leader of the Independent Labour Party, James Maxton, in a House of 

Commons debate on British rescue efforts for German Jews. In the middle of 

long eulogies on British tolerance and liberty, Maxton objected to the use of the 

word 'camp' to describe holding locations for refugees in Britain. Camp, Maxton 

argued, 'always seem to suggest something cheap and nasty' and, as an 

alternative, advised his parliamentary colleagues to use the word 'home'.60 Both 

Bentwich's and Maxton's semantic sensitivity to any suggestion of control or 

surveillance confirms just how deeply the idea of British freedom and tolerance 

had penetrated debates surrounding refugees in 1930s Britain. Bentwich is 

uncomfortable with the term and Maxton is disposing with it because it seems 

out of place, 'cheap and nasty', in the midst of British efforts to rescue refugees 

from Central Europe. For Maxton, 'home' is a nobler and more appropriate term 

and one that is, argues Grosvenor, 'rich in associations ... with ideas of nation 

and belonging'.61 Indeed, the lexical debate between the terms 'camp' and 

226 



'home' might be taken as indicative of the ambiguous status of refugee children 

in Britain. Offered refuge and sympathy in Britain but nonetheless seen as 

suspicious outsiders, the evacuation was controlled and surveyed at every 

stage. Moreover, though there has been no detailed historical study that 

examines how dispersal was controlled, it is clear from the instances discussed 

in this study that, historically, camps have been employed as a mechanism of 

control over the process of refugee settlement. Certainly the camps for refugee 

children in 1930s Britain were not so much a reluctant necessity than an 

important method of retaining control over the early stages of assimilation and, 

crucially, the dispersal of the refugees across the country. 

Secondly, as has already been indicated in the discussion of the Chief Rabbi's 

letter, the camps seem to have been envisaged as a convenient method and 

location for outlining the programme of assimilation to children. The appeal for 

helpers to 'play games with the children, teach them English and generally 

make themselves useful' translated, theoretically at least, into the early stages 

of teaching the children English language and the ubiquitous English manners. 

Certainly, the 'cultural and English language classes' that Albert Batzdorff 

recalls, or the 'introduction to English manners and customs' received by 

Gunther Abrahamson, are a common memory amongst the children, though the 

appeal for additional staff confirms what one contemporary observer highlighted 

as a serious lack of supervision in the camp.62 Teaching the children English 

was therefore both a practical necessity and convenient method of occupying 

the children's time. Yet the haste with which lessons were put together and the 

general emphasis on the importance of learning English, issues that are 

explored in more detail further on, can be taken as revealing of the anxiety to 

make the children as inconspicuous as possible, as quickly as possible. 

Thirdly, the desire for ethnic invisibility is further revealed when Bentwich writes 

that the Movement 'were anxious to spread our children as far over the British 

Isles as possible. We do not want too great numbers of them in any one 

place'.63 Norman Bentwich and Mary Ford both locate the origins of this policy 

of dispersal in the anxieties of the Home Office.64 However, Elaine Laski is 

more accurate when she refers to the alliance between 'timid Jews' and 'a 
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nervous Home Office' both of whom were 'anxious that refugees be dispersed 

as widely as possible to forestall any anti-Semitic charges of cliquishness'.65 

Whatever its origins, this was an important plank of Movement policy that was 

supported, it will be remembered from chapter three, by a card index system 

specifically designed to facilitate a calculation of the number of refugee children 

settling in any given area. Indeed such calculations are included in the policy 

review where the percentage of children is given against the Jewish population 

of each local area.66 This policy of dispersal and surveillance can be considered 

a logical extension of the camp because it enabled, in theory at least, the 

Movement to control the settlement of refugees. That such a policy was thought 

necessary, that so much time and so many resources were devoted to its 

implementation and monitoring, clearly says a great deal on the perceived 

importance of achieving a 'desirable balance' in the distribution of refugees. 

Practically, the policy was designed to avoid stimulating anti-Semitic or anti

alien sentiments in Britain though, as Elaine Laski witheringly remarks, 'taken to 

its logical conclusion [it] meant that we might as well give up being Jewish'.67 

More analytically, the very idea of 'balance' and of the desirability of achieving 

the 'correct distribution' of refugees can only be understood, once again, in 

terms of those visions of English landscape and national identity set out in the 

first chapter of this study. It was a policy of dispersal, moreover, that rested on 

the co-operation of local refugee children's committees. 

The dispersal of children throughout Britain was to take place once children had 

been matched with a 'suitable' foster-home. After their application to take a 

child, submitted either to a local or the central committee, potential foster

parents received a visit from a local volunteer worker. These workers were 

overwhelmingly middle class women, often Jewish in the bigger provincial cities 

but more likely to be Christian stalwarts of the local communities in smaller 

towns and villages. These women visited homes armed with a set of 

instructions from the Central Office of the Movement. Interviewers were to 

observe the 'character, temperament, education and social position of the 

potential foster-parents', to note the 'type, size, cleanliness and comfort' of the 

house and to assess whether the 'environment [was] likely to be suitable for 

child of suggested age and sex?'68 The interpretation of these broad guidelines 
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is indicative of the way in which the Movement's administration became to rely 

quite clearly on the basis of middle class values. Take, for example, another set 

of record cards created by Orthodox Jews - including the niece of the Chief 

Rabbi, Judith Hertz and six other named women -visiting potential homes. As 

well as duplicating a set of background details about the potential foster-child, 

and therefore contributing to the creation of an identity for the refugee, the 

cards leave room for a brief report on the home. These are instructive for what 

they reveal about the criteria that Movement volunteers used to make 

judgements on potential foster-parents. Broadly speaking, the comments of the 

visitors fall into four categories; the tidiness of the home offered, the character 

(specifically) of the prospective foster-mother, the financial situation of the 

household and the degree of religious orthodoxy practised there. It is worth 

quoting in some more detail to illustrate the type of comments made: 

Very kind-hearted lady willing to do everything, but home rather 
neglected and not too scrupulously clean. 

Commend: for child rearing simple kindness and attention. 

Very simple home over shop. Clean and well kept. Very kindly home. 

Cheerful, untidy, not very sensitive atmosphere but warm. 

Very good home; middle class. Large garden.69 

Quite clearly the criteria and judgement of suitability was based around class. 

The repeated characterisation of these working class Jewish homes as 'simple' 

and 'kind-hearted' smacks of the kind of patronising philanthropy more usually 

associated with the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Yet the tone 

of these extracts is less surprising when the philanthropic background of many 

of these women is considered. 

The Deputy Chairman of the Movement, Lady Eva Reading, motivated by what 

she regarded as 'the terrible ignorance of mothercraft and nursery education in 

industrial centres', had been President of the National Society of Day Nurseries, 

as well as a member of the National Council of Infant Welfare.70 Similarly, one 

of Helen Bentwich's successors as treasurer of the Movement was Elaine 
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Laski, married to Norman and a sister of Simon Marks. With other fashionable 

middle class women in 1920s Manchester she took up 'visiting the poor' though, 

judging from her autobiography, she was later embarrassed by the 'cosy homily 

on the need for hard work and frugal living' that accompanied any of the 

'modest help' that was ever given.71 In addition, Ron Chernow describes Lola 

Hahn-Warburg, who headed the Welfare Section of the Movement, as making a 

'noteworthy contribution to Jewish welfare work in Nazi Germany' prior to her 

exile in Britain. 72 In other words, Laski and Hahn-Warburg both came from more 

recent immigrant backgrounds and were obviously not drawn from the old 

Anglo-Jewish elite. Despite this, and despite their shared commitment to 

Zionism, their frame of reference for their refugee work was obviously shaped 

by the middle class values evident in their earlier philanthropy. It is clear to see 

in the record card descriptions of potential foster-homes the kind of middle 

class values that dominated both the policy and administrative procedures of 

the Movement. 

Judith Hertz makes this more explicit in two reports from 1939 on hostels that 

quickly became an alternative form of housing for children who were 'difficult' to 

place. One of these hostels is commended for boys 'who will be able to become 

Anglicised', and the other recommended for a child who would become 'an 

assimilated, fairly prosperous "English Jew" '.73 The quotation marks suggest 

some discomfort with the term English Jew and perhaps anticipates the 

emerging debates on what the process of assimilation should actually entail, 

but these report cards indicate a broader consensus on the type of home that 

would satisfactorily support a refugee child. The last quotation from the record 

cards explicitly indicates how many volunteers saw middle class homes as 

more sophisticated, sensitive and hygienic than their working class 

counterparts. The placing of children is explored in more detail below but first a 

comment on the mechanism by which potential foster-parents chose their 

children is appropriate. 

In the same way that potential foster-parents of children were subjected to 

formal interview, those foster-parents were themselves frequently keen to cast 

a discerning eye over the children in the camps. Initially, the camps were open 
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to the visitors who came, seemingly at random, to select a child whom they 

wished to take home. The volume of visitors and the disruption they caused to 

the already somewhat fragile routine of the camp meant that a specific weekly 

day was set aside for visitors to come and select children. In theory at least, all 

such visits were arranged at a local level and a number of potentially suitable 

candidates introduced to the foster-parents. Nonetheless, the specified day still 

became known as 'the market' when, as Alfred Batzdorf describes it: 

Time and again cars would drive up; people would alight and proceed to 
the administration office. There they would dig through the ever-growing 
file of life histories of the camp's young residents and select a number of 
children to be interviewed. We would then be looked at, talked at, 
evaluated, and either eliminated or accepted.74 

Children dressed themselves in their best clothes for the interviews that Bertha 

Leverton likens to a' cattle market', whilst Paula Hill remembers those 

selections 'which sealed our fate' as a 'new kind of terror'.75 Here the card index 

played a supporting role in what was, for those children not chosen, another 

painful rejection. Dorothy Hardisty, General Secretary of the Movement, later 

recognised that it was 'unfair to the children to subject them to this kind of 

selection'.76 Even the Movement's policy review of July 1939 accepted the 

cruelty of what it called a 'slave-market' and recognised how nearly all potential 

foster-parents had wanted 'a small child- a blue eyed, fair headed boy or girl'.77 

The inability of the Movement to place many of the older children seems to 

have encouraged the development of hostels for refugee children. Though 

these had always been an integral part of the evacuation schemes of those 

groups training children for emigration to Palestine, many were now established 

as a way of housing those, particularly adolescent, children who had found no 

foster-parents in the camps. When the great majority of children had been 

placed in either a domestic home or a hostel, the camps at Lowestoft and 

Dovercourt were closed at the end of March 1939. This was partly because it 

was widely recognised that the market method of dispersing children across the 

country was unnecessarily cruel but also because enough accommodation 

offers had been received for most children to be placed immediately on arrival. 

Of the remaining children in the camps, Jewish Orthodox boys went to a hostel 
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in Westgate, whilst the others were housed at Barham House, Claydon, near 

lpswich.76 Between April and September 1939, when the last of the transports 

arrived in Britain, children were spared the pain of selection at the camps by 

being distributed around the country to pre-arranged families and hostels. The 

process by which their destination was decided was deeply controversial. 

Official Movement policy on the placement of refugee children was to send 

'children into homes with the same background and religion as those they come 

from' .79 This helps explain why the Movement's policy review of July 1939 was 

pleased to note that 'the majority of children have gone to middle and upper 

class homes'.60 It went on to explain that though many working class homes 

had been offered , these were impossible to accept owing to the 'danger that, if 

the wage-earner loses his job, the family will be unable to support the child'. 61 

Clearly, the policy of assimilation contained some contradictions and tensions. 

Notable amongst these was the systematic exclusion of children, whose 

proclaimed vocational destination was various forms of manual and productive 

labour, from working class homes and culture. In other words, refugee agencies 

aimed to train children for working class occupations but simultaneously sought 

to impose on them middle class standards of manners and culture. Moreover, 

the class bias in Movement policy was overlaid with an element of religious 

discrimination. 

As an introductory comment on the religious instruction of the children, it is 

worth noting that there was a quite universal assumption that religious faith was 

of central importance to the stability and future citizenship of young refugees. 62 

To take just one brief example, a writer in the Jewish Chronicle of December 

1938 argued that Christian sympathy for refugees would quickly disappear if 

'we [were] to permit the settlement in the British Commonwealth of Nations of 

non-religious Jewish immigrants'. 63 The perceived need for some religious 

instruction relates back to those models of good citizenship explored in chapter 

one. In any case the Movement's policy for refugee children clearly assumed 

that faith was fundamentally important and, in public pronouncements, stated 

that it aimed to 'allocate the children as a general rule to the care of persons of 

their own faith'. 64 Yet despite the apparent willingness to respect the religious 

232 



background of all refugee children the outcomes of Movement policy strongly 

suggest that there was a consistent reluctance to send large numbers of 

children to Jewish Orthodox homes. Indeed, the very title of the pamphlet 

issued by the Union of Orthodox Hebrew Congregations in 1944 on placement 

and religious teaching policy - The Child Estranging Movement- indicates just 

how persistently refugee children were directed away from Jewish, and 

particularly Jewish Orthodox, hostels and homes.85 Before examining the 

accusations in a little more detail it is necessary first to deal with existing 

explanations for Movement housing policy. 

Most apologists for Movement policy, both at the time and in the current 

historiography, argue that the type of housing offered by the British public 

effectively dictated policy. Gottlieb, for example, approvingly quotes a report 

prepared in 1950 by the Board of Deputies into the Jewish Children Brought to 

England that found 'it was not the fault of the Movement but of the Jewish 

community at large that these homes were often non-Jewish'.86 Similarly, 

Baumel notes that 'fewer orthodox homes were offered than the number of 

orthodox refugee children needing hospitality'.87 The memoirs of former 

Movement staff offer the same conclusion. Elaine Laski cites the 'simple fact 

that more non-Jewish than Jewish homes were offered' and, more specifically, 

'offers of Orthodox homes dried up as early as April 1939'.88 Eva Reading 

recalls that the 'number of Orthodox homes was nothing like enough to cope' 

whilst Veronica Gillespie remembers 'the problem being was that there was 

nothing like enough Orthodox places'.89 Moreover, there is documentary 

material to support the view that there was a shortage of Orthodox homes. A 

meeting of the Movement's Consultative Committee of April 1939 confirms the 

general preference for non-Orthodox children by stating in the minutes that: 

... despite promises to the contrary, 14 orthodox children had been 
included in the transport, whom it would be very difficult to place; and it 
was proposed for the future to tell the Dutch Committee that unless they 
confine their transports to non-orthodox children, no more could be 
accepted in the near future as there were now 44 orthodox children in 
the hands of the Movement. 90 

On this evidence the selection of assimilated Jews for evacuation from 
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Germany is based simply on the shortage of suitable accommodation. Yet 

though it seems clear that there was a shortfall in the number of homes offered 

by the Jewish community at large, the lack of Orthodox homes that is taken as 

a given and self-evidential fact in many of these accounts is something to be 

debated.91 The Movement's own statistics of July 1939, for example, specifically 

makes reference to the fact that 'the Orthodox Jewish communities have as a 

whole responded better to the appeal for hospitality', a statement clearly 

implying there is a surfeit rather a deficit of housing offers from the Orthodox 

community.92 This is a view supported by the papers of the Chief Rabbi's 

Religious Emergency Council (CRREC) that established a Refugee Children's 

Department when the Kindertransport arrived in Britain and set about 

investigating the housing and religious education of young Jewish refugees by 

the Movement.93 ln an undated Memorandum on Jewish Refugee Children in 

Non-Jewish Homes the CRREC takes issue with the accusation that are not 

enough Jewish homes: 

... in no single case has an attempt been made to find such a home 
before sending the child to a non-Jewish home. The idea seems to be 
prevalent that if a non-Jew offers hospitality he is immediately to be 
supplied with a child rather than that he be disappointed.94 

Finally, of course, the Movement could have simply used hostels as an 

alternative to homes. This was something that the Orthodox Rabbi Dr. Solomon 

Schonfeld had raised at a meeting of the Movement's Consultative Committee 

in April1939. At this meeting Schonfeld: 

... contested the idea that orthodox boys were more difficult to place than 
non-orthodox. He said that there was hospitality to be had through 
hostels run by Jewish or non-Jewish people, which could always be 
made satisfactory for orthodox children.95 

Clearly, there are good reasons to doubt the uncritical acceptance of the view 

that the Jewish community, and particularly the rigidly Orthodox section of that 

community, failed to offer sufficient accommodation for refugee children. 

Though there was certainly a shortage of accommodation, it is far from clear 

that Orthodox Jewry was responsible for this shortage. Consequently, any 

convincing explanation of the placement of Jewish children in non-Jewish 
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homes - and particularly orthodox children away from the Orthodox community -

needs to consider both the wider context of Anglo-Jewish politics as well as the 

more specific details of the Movement's staff and administrative procedures. 

First, and most generally, those Jews who chose to maintain a 'rigid' Jewish 

Orthodoxy were seen, in Elaine Laski's description, as 'fanatics' who were 

'preoccupied with preserving the faith in all its formal panoply'.96 Indeed, Laski's 

stringent tone is all the more striking because it comes in a memoir that 

otherwise shows great sensitivity towards the children and a readiness to 

identify and explain the weaknesses and mistakes in Movement policy. The 

acrimony of her dismissal of the Orthodox case is suggestive of the great 

anxiety and impatience that greeted both the children's and the Union of 

Orthodox Hebrew Congregations' attempts to express an assertive religious 

and ethnic identity.97 Anxiety because it was understood to provide additional 

evidence for those who blamed anti-Semitism on the exclusivity of the Jews. 

Impatience because Orthodoxy based on an Eastern European model seemed 

to more liberal Jews a throwback to the ghetto, the very antithesis of the liberal, 

progressive and modern nation-state that was Britain. Thus when efforts were 

made to provide Jewish homes, either liberal or orthodox, for Jewish children it 

is no surprise to read that Major Langdon - a brief successor to Helen Bentwich 

in the role of Movement Secretary- had: 

... roundly declared that he would oppose to the last ditch any attempt in 
this direction, as he regarded such attempts as conducive to anti
Semitism.98 

As a result of this kind of attitude Orthodox leaders were consistently excluded 

from central policy making bodies with regard to refugee children. Harry 

Goodman, political secretary of the orthodox Agudas Israel World Organisation, 

complained in a Board of Deputies debate on the care of refugee children 'that 

there was no representative of Orthodox Jewry on the Council for German 

Jewry'.99 He might have added that Orthodox Jewry was similarly ignored on 

the Movement's Executive Committee. Moreover, when a Religious Teaching 

Sub-Committee was established by the Movement in 1941 in an attempt to 

ensure all children received some religious training the Movement consistently 
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turned down Orthodox requests to appoint their own Orthodox Rabbi as a 

representative. 100 Even when the Movement did choose to consult with Jewish 

Orthodox bodies on religious education they did so only to receive advice that 

they were free to take or ignore (usually the latter) as they pleased. 101 So when 

the Union of Orthodox Hebrew Congregations claimed that 'hardly a single 

individual who was persona grata with orthodox Jewry was to be found in a 

responsible position throughout the Movement' this was not simply polemic but 

rather a sober statement of fact. 102 With the notable exception of Solomon 

Schonfeld, Orthodox Jewry was systematically excluded from, or marginalised 

in, important policy making bodies and debates. When the Orthodox majority in 

the Board of Deputies tried to assert some control over refugee questions they 

were rebuffed for what Robert Waley Cohen called 'interference' .103 This 

exclusion can only be meaningfully understood when set against wider debates 

on Jewish identity in Britain. The evident trepidation caused by Orthodox 

requests for equal representation on policy making circles strongly suggests 

that there was considerable fear in Anglo-Jewry, and considerable impatience 

without, regarding this assertive Jewish ethnicity that seemed to violate 

homogeneous visions of national identity set out in chapter one of the current 

study. As an example of the trepidation, and sometimes outright hostility, 

directed towards the Orthodox community it is illuminating to touch on the 

efforts of the CRREC to rescue children from Europe in a quite separate 

enterprise to the work of the RCM. 

The CRREC, directed by Rabbi Solomon Schonfeld and aided by Harry 

Goodman of the Agudas Israel World Organisation, evacuated around 300 

religiously Orthodox Jews to Britain from Vienna. These 'poorer children' were 

placed in private homes or orthodox hostels in Clapton, Croydon, Stamford Hill, 

Willesden, Gateshead, Manchester and Nottingham.104 Yet from the beginning 

of its work for refugee children the CRREC faced hostility from both in and 

outside the Jewish community. Amongst the more intriguing - and sinister

minutes of surviving Movement records is, for example, a reference to a 

Scotland Yard investigation regarding the CRREC'S placement of older Jewish 

boys in what was regarded as unsuitable accommodation. Quite why this was a 

matter for criminal investigation is not made clear in an ambiguous surviving 
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minute but its very existence is suggestive of the general air of suspicion that 

surrounded orthodox hostels. 105 As further evidence of this suspicion it is 

possible to point to the rigorous, and frequently censorious, inspections of 

orthodox hostels by the RCM. The general tone of these criticisms often 

echoed stereotyped visions of alien immigrants and associated hostels with 

infectious disease and a set of alien practices that were viewed with suspicion. 

In March 1939, for example, Major Langdon wrote to Hertz about an East 

London hostel in which children lived in 'intolerable conditions' and reminding 

him that the residents 'need to be properly supervised and bathed at least twice 

a week'. 106 Pursuing the bathing theme, Langdon reprimanded the CRREC for 

sending a group of refugees in a 'filthy condition' after 'they had no bath during 

their three weeks in London under the care of Schonfeld'.107 In addition, 

rabbinical colleges, or Yeshivas, came under repeated criticism and suspicion. 

From within the Jewish community, the primary concern was with the 

educational ethos of these colleges. Dr. Bernstein, the Principal of the Jews 

Free School in London, argued that pupils of the Stamford Hill Yeshiva would 

be characterised by a: 

.. . loss of moral and social sense which will stamp the boys as aliens and 
foreign in their adult life. The essence of Yeshiva life is that it 
perpetuates a foreignness in pupils that is in urgent need of eliminating 
and being replaced by Anglicising efforts. 108 

It is important to note that the Orthodox community, including Schonfeld, 

seemed to have some sympathy with this view. In his representations to the 

Central Council for Refugees, an agency set up by Chamberlain's government 

to administer grants to refugee organisations in 1940, Schonfeld was 

unequivocally critical of the Stamford Hill Yeshiva. Though the CRREC was not 

directly responsible for its operation, Schonfeld made it clear that: 

The Chief Rabbi's Fund was alive to the fact that it was absolutely 
essential that in addition to there being proper arrangements for their 
physical welfare, there should also be proper provision for the teaching 
not only of English, but also of English customs in the Yeshiva. 109 

Indeed, as has already been argued here, despite criticisms to the contrary, the 
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CRREC was always conscious of the need to teach children 'about English 

manners and customs' and instructed wardens of its hostels to undertake 

activities with this aim in mind. 110 Yet the idea that orthodox children, and 

Yeshiva students in particular, were culturally unsuitable candidates for 

evacuation to Britain persisted. This is graphically illustrated in a letter from 

Chief Rabbi Hertz to Neville Laski in which Hertz responds to criticisms about 

the activities of the CRREC and the Stamford Hill Yeshiva: 

I do not regret, and certainly do not apologise for, my having rescued 
these Yeshiva students from Nazi concentration camps. Nor was it my 
first duty to teach them either British geography or English games, but to 
enable them to live. And I have yet to learn that ignorance of British 
geography or of English games on the part of a poor human being is 
sufficient reason for him being interned.111 

The reference to internment here indicates one of the concrete effects of the 

general suspicion that surrounded the CRREC and their activities in evacuating 

refugee children and students to Britain. The basis for the internment of 

Yeshiva students and refugees over the age of 16 was simply what one 

Chairman of the Alien Internment Appeal Tribunal described as 'grave 

suspicions as to the communist affiliations' of 'German Jewish Youth'. 112 There 

was, moreover: 

... considerable doubt as to the morale of the refugee population and on 
the whole not a very high opinion of the German Jewish refugees. He 
thought that they were very ungrateful, particularly the young people.113 

Despite the best efforts of even the orthodox community to assimilate children 

in their care, the ascription of alien characteristics to refugees from both within 

and outside the Jewish community was a persistent feature of life for refugee 

children. Orthodox Jewish children, and particularly rabbinical students, 

seemed to have been regarded with most suspicion and became used to the 

litany of complaints about their communist sympathies, their lack of proper 

gratitude, their defeatist attitude to the war, their alien social practices and their 

association with dirt and disease. Of course, it should be pointed out that 

orthodox Jewish children were also the recipients of thousands of instances of 

isolated kindness but their systematic placement in non-Jewish homes can only 
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be satisfactorily explained by the widespread incomprehension, fear and 

hostility towards the orthodox Jewish community in Britain. 

A second, more specific administrative reason for the placement of Jewish 

children in non-Jewish homes concerns the significance given to the 

background information that was transferred onto every child's record card. It 

will be recalled that Movement workers let the information on the card 

pertaining to education, religion, health and welfare dictate the criteria for a 

suitable placement. However, the recording of this information was problematic. 

Aside from the general point - already explored in some detail in the chapter 

three - that the information was necessarily selective, there is also more the 

specific problem in translation from German to English. According to the 

CRREC'S Memorandum on Jewish Refugee Children in Non-Jewish Homes at 

least, there was considerable confusion in England with regard to the religious 

affiliation of Jews in Germany. The memorandum goes on to state that: 

It is facilely assumed that liberal Judaism in Germany is the same as 
liberal Judaism in England, and it is not realised that the parallel body to 
the liberal synagogue here is the Reform Movement in Germany, of 
which there is only one Synagogue in Berlin. Some Liberal Jews [in 
Germany] observe both Sabbath and Kashrus, and it is probably due to 
a lack of realisation of this fact that children who have been brought up 
in Germany in a Jewish atmosphere are sent to non-Jewish homes. 114 

Similarly, a 1942 report into the Spiritual Welfare of Refugee Children submitted 

to the Board of Deputies confidently related how it had 'been shown clearly that 

the meaning of a Liberal in the Continent and its meaning here imply different 

groups'. It was necessary therefore to regard 'the categories into which children 

fall' as ' "red herrings" 'which 'interfere with the real issue which is the probable 

loss of many individuals and their descendants by the community'. 115 What is 

clear here is that the (possibly mistaken) information that was recorded, 

translated and transcribed onto Movement record cards was not widely 

regarded as a 'red herring' but rather as an accurate, and therefore extremely 

influential, record of the refugee children. Even after a matter of just weeks in a 

home, Movement workers were, according to Orthodox Jews at least, extremely 

reluctant to move children from non-Jewish homes to a Jewish one. Once that 
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period of settlement had stretched into months, and then years, the Movement 

Secretary Dorothy Hardisty wrote that: 

it is very difficult to take them out of the homes and it is obvious that if 
the home is a good Christian one then the influence will be felt by the 
Jewish child. 116 

What is clear from this quotation is that those 'background details' transcribed 

on the initial record of the child was a source of continuing authority despite 

question marks over the accuracy of the information it contained. It effectively 

constituted the identity of the child at the moment of entry to Britain and 

therefore operated a powerful influence over the lives of refugee children in 

Britain. The controversy over the placing of Jewish refugee children in non

Jewish homes continued throughout the operation of the RCM and was never 

resolved to the satisfaction of all parties. Instead, a general air of tension 

continued through the periodic attempts, detailed in a little more detail in the 

second half of this chapter, to attend to the 'spiritual needs of the children'. 

Finally, in this exploration of assimilation policy, it is necessary to explore some 

of the practicalities of sending refugee children to state schools and to make 

some brief comments on the implementation and control of domestic refugee 

policy. As has already been shown, education was a key strand in the 

assimilation policy devised by Anglo-Jewry both before and after November 

1938 and conceptualised as a tool to teach refugee children English customs 

and manners. When the first Kindertransport arrived, Board of Education 

officials responded to parliamentary questions on refugee schooling by 

stressing the statutory 'duty of local education authorities to enforce the laws of 

school attendance' to both 'British and alien children'. 117 The implied equality of 

access to education meant, of course, a period of compulsory elementary 

education that would usually end at the age of 14 when refugee children would 

embark on a period of vocational training prior, in theory at least, to emigration . 

It is worth pausing here to comment on the stark difference in official attitude 

between the exclusion of Spanish children from state schools and the apparent 

willingness to admit Jewish children to elementary schools as quickly as 

possible. 
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The difference in access to schooling can be simply explained by the expected 

period of exile of the different groups. The Spanish children were thought to be 

in England for a maximum of three months, the Jewish children, officially at 

least, for two years pending re-emigration. Yet, as was discussed in detail in 

chapter two, the possibility that the Jewish children would be in Britain for a 

considerably longer period was already being discussed in December 1938 and 

openly acknowledged once war had broken out in September 1939. In these 

circumstances elementary schooling for refugee children became accepted as 

a necessary tool of assimilation. The minutes of a meeting on the subject of 

refugee schooling attended by officials of the Aliens Department of the Home 

Office and the Board of Education in mid-December 1938 reflect the uncertainty 

surrounding the position of the refugee children. At this meeting 'the ostensible 

purpose for the admission of the children is to train them with a view to their 

subsequent emigration elsewhere'. 118 However, the minutes also recognised 

that 'the chances are that large numbers of them will simply be absorbed into 

the general population of this country' so that any attempt to keep the children 

from becoming a charge on public funds, or going to school, was 

'inoperative'. 119 Whilst the necessity of sending the children to school was 

discussed in rather pragmatic terms then, it is clear that the anticipated period 

of exile crucially shaped the children's access to state education. Once it was 

privately accepted that large numbers of the children were to be in Britain for a 

considerable period of time, schooling was recognised as an obvious necessity 

by officials both at the Home Office and the Board of Education. Accordingly, 

their meeting of December 1938 discussed the practical implementation of 

policy rather than broad matters of principal. Four issues- language, dispersal, 

access to secondary education and the surveillance of refugee work - are of 

specific interest here. 

First, the only specific pedagogical issue discussed was that of the 'language 

difficulty' caused by the arrival of refugee children in elementary schools. Whilst 

the difficulty of having non-English speaking children in the classroom was 

deemed to be temporary since 'young children soon pick up English without 

much formal tuition', the Home Office and the Board of Education took the 
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problem seriously enough to take some remedial action. It was agreed that 

representation should be made to 'some respectable representative' of the 

Movement with a view to 'arranging at the reception camps' an 'elementary 

groundwork of English' prior to dispersal across the country. Until that language 

instruction was secured the Movement was requested to 'refrain from sending 

non-English speaking children to country hosts'. 120 There seems to have been 

no official elaboration on this language issue until the arrival of approximately 

three thousand children from France, Belgium and Holland in the spring of 

1940. One (unnamed) official of the Board of Education responded to their 

arrival by outlining in a departmental minute the 'merit' of sending these refugee 

children to school as quickly as possible as one that: 

... after the first few weeks the refugee children take their place as 
ordinary members of the community and have a chance to form 
friendships with local children instead of being segregated as aliens.121 

As will be seen further on, the government pressure on the Movement to 

ensure that all refugee children spoke English almost immediately had a telling 

effect on some of those children. There is evidence to suggest that the virtual 

prohibition on German for the majority of children would have at least 

contributed to the emotional and psychological problems that some refugee 

children experienced. Yet, the idea, as the Movement put it, 'that English must 

be perfectly spoken', was never questioned because it was a key element of 

assimilation policy.122 Indeed, one notable exception to the general principle of 

financial frugality in operation throughout the Movement was the willingness, in 

hostels in Cambridge, Southport and elsewhere, to allow expenditure on 

'elocution and speech training lessons'. 123 These lessons were sometimes 

complemented by instruction on 'British culture' provided by the British Council 

for refugees across the country. 124 Another key tactic in the drive for 

assimilation was, as has already been argued, the dispersal of children across 

Britain. 

The second issue of interest that emerges from assimilation policy are the 

difficulties caused by sending individual children, with no knowledge of English, 

to remote rural areas. Despite the feelings of isolation and loneliness 
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experienced by many refugee children, the general policy of dispersal was 

never questioned.125 Indeed, one of the few criticisms of the policy of dispersal 

was that it had failed to go far enough. When in early 1939, for example, the 

effects of the policy of dispersal were beginning to be felt in schools, the Board 

received correspondence from Local Education Authorities indicating that, in 

some instances, the 'additional burden' placed upon them by the arrival of 

refugee children justified increased funding. 126 In a meeting with the Education 

Committee of County Council Association, the permanent secretary of the 

Board of Education, Sir Maurice Holmes, agreed to lobby the Home Office to 

ensure an 'equitable distribution of [the] financial burden' that resulted from the 

settlement of refugee children. 127 To emphasise the point, Board officials met 

with Helen Bentwich and Major Langdon of the Movement in February 1939 to 

ensure that Local Education Authorities were contacted for their consent before 

children were dispersed into any particular area. 128 There are no obvious 

reasons to doubt that the concern of Local Education Authorities with regard to 

refugee settlement was purely an anxiety over the financial implications of the 

arrival of refugee children in certain localities. The important point to note here, 

however, is that in the absence of any additional government funding for local 

authorities hosting refugee children, the policy of dispersal was strengthened 

and supported. Thousands of refugee children felt literally stranded in remote 

rural areas because central government was not prepared to fund additional 

expenditure on the schooling of refugee children in urban areas. Of course, this 

financial stringency is entirely in keeping with wider government philosophy of 

the period and, more specifically, with the wider principles of refugee policy in 

the 1930s. Yet it seems likely that this financial stringency may also have been 

motivated by, or was part of, those cultural judgements on how many (Jewish) 

refugees might be settled safely in any given area without stimulating anti

Semitism. For, by refusing to fund local authorities for additional expenditure on 

refugee children, central government gave those authorities a kind of negative 

financial incentive to ensure that only small numbers of refugee children arrived 

in their localities. Effectively, it meant that another layer of government 

inspected the activities of the Movement and, at a local level, made sure the 

activities of local committees were subject, in theory at least, to some kind of 

control. 
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Thirdly, in regard to access to secondary schooling for refugee children, the 

Board of Education again lay claim to the principle of equality whilst 

simultaneously acknowledging in private that the outcome of this policy would 

effectively discriminate against young refugees. In response to an early enquiry 

from the Leicester County Board about secondary schooling for refugee 

schooling: 

... the Board took the view that under the regulations for secondary 
schools there can be no discrimination as between such children and 
children of British nationality. In effect this means that before being 
admitted to a secondary school a refugee child must. .. pass the normal 
entrance test, and for this purpose a test specially designed to suit the 
nationality of the child would not comply with the [regulations]. 129 

In elaborating their position to the Education Committee of the County Council 

Association, the Board, in the person of Sir Maurice Holmes, made it quite clear 

that the entrance examination must include 'a knowledge of English' which 

made it 'unlikely that many would get into Secondary Schools'. 130 Even where 

the refugee child did pass the entrance examination, not an unusual event as it 

turned out, a whole list of additional conditions were applied to the entry of 

refugee children to secondary schools. Amongst these were some standard 

stipulations - on the prior existence of vacant accommodation and that no 

additional expenditure, whether on school buildings or staffing or refugee 

maintenance and travel, was involved- but also some vaguely worded clauses 

that were open to interpretation. Chief amongst these was the proviso that 'no 

hardship would be caused to British children by the admittance of the refugees', 

though no documentation has been found that might illuminate the 

implementation of this clause, possibly because the judgement seems to have 

been left to individual schools.131 Nonetheless, when the Movement's Chairman 

Lord Gorell reported to the Home Office in October 1941 'that the Movement is 

paying for secondary education in only 71 cases', the restrictive effect of this 

policy and these clauses seems clear. 132 There is, moreover, some evidence to 

suggest that the ambiguity in the clauses governing refugee entry to secondary 

schools left both the Board and individual schools enough room for manoeuvre 

to discriminate according to the popular prejudices of the day. 
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In May 1940, following an enquiry by the Local Education Authority in 

Shropshire on access to secondary schooling for refugee children, a senior 

official at the Board of Education, G.G. Williams, commented that: 

While it was, no doubt, rather desirable to lay down rather strict 
conditions subject to which the pre-war type could be admitted to grant
aided Secondary schools ... I would like to suggest a rather greater 
degree of latitude for the other, war-time, type of refugee. 133 

Elsewhere, the minute makes clear that the 'pre-war type' of refugee were 

German or Austrian Jews whilst those who had arrived in wartime were from 

Allied Countries; Belgium, Holland, France and the Channel Islands. No 

explanation is given for the possibility of discriminatory treatment that is raised 

here but this clearly needs to be read against a backdrop of impending 

internment and the wider culture of anti-Semitism that has been consistently 

explored in this study. 

For the most part, it seems that local refugee committees were content to follow 

the guidelines laid down for them at a central level. Even in Cambridge, where 

Greta Burkill's committee was unusually sympathetic to the educational 

ambition of the children, nine out of fourteen children under the care of the 

committee in late 1939 were either in some form of vocational training or 

employment. 134 Due to economies on the home front during the war, the 

number of available training positions was reduced, though the gradual lifting of 

restrictions on refugee employment meant that increasing numbers of refugee 

children left school and went straight to work. 135 The particularly acute shortage 

of labour in wartime agriculture, and the prevailing idea that many children 

would need vocational skills, meant that many refugee children were 

encouraged to take up farm work. By 1941, the Movement Secretary Dorothy 

Hardisty was sending out a circular letter bringing attention to: 

the importance of farming which they thought would be a very suitable 
employment for her and hoped she would think seriously about it and let 
her know if she would like to train for farming and, if not, let her know the 
reasons. 136 
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Few reasons were, in effect, acceptable and there is little doubt that a high 

proportion of refugee children spent at least some time working in agriculture. 

Sending children into agricultural work had the double advantage of making 

children self-sufficient, thereby easing the Movement's financial responsibilities, 

and in dispersing the children to rural communities avoiding the high 

concentrations of refugees in towns and cities. As a result children, and 

particularly boys, were directed towards agricultural employment at every 

possible opportunity and the zeal with which this was done perhaps indicates 

that redemptive view of the land that was outlined in chapter one. In one case 

two boys, one 13 and the other 14, had been sent for a consultation with a 

psychiatrist who, though unsure whether these were cases of psychosis, 

'suggested that agricultural training might help to overcome the difficulties'. 137 A 

similar redemptive note was struck in the harvesting camps organised by the 

Hachalutz, or Pioneer, Council that helped Jewish Youth in Britain Regain New 

Life on the Land, as the title of a promotional pamphlet put it.138 The camps 

combined productive labour with a range of educational work and cultural 

activities, an important opportunity for an exploration of Jewish identity for many 

refugee children that is explored in more detail further on. For the moment it is 

sufficient to note that Jewish refugees played an important role in helping solve 

labour shortages in agriculture, a possibility not lost on government when the 

children were first brought to Britain, and a role that became increasingly 

important on the outbreak of war. For many children, however, their urban, 

cultured and middle class backgrounds were totally unsuitable for the demands 

of agricultural labour and for those children not in Zionist camps, the experience 

of farming was a desperately unhappy, isolated and lonely one. 

As yet there has been little discussion in this study of the degree of direct 

control that was asserted over local refugee workers. Whilst chapter three of 

this study showed a bureaucratic system that duplicated information about the 

children there has been no exploration about the control asserted over the 

administrators of that system. At one level, the Movement trained and advised 

its workers on policy in a number of ways. It issued booklets such as 

Instructions for the Guidance of Regional and Local Committees, organised 

regional conferences and dealt with innumerable enquiries on a day to day 
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basis at Bloomsbury House.139 At another level, local government officials were 

informed of the arrival of refugee children so that they might administer and 

enforce wartime regulations, on billeting, rationing and on protected areas for 

example, efficiently. Finally, the policy guidelines laid down in 1938 and 1939 

for the schooling, training and general welfare of refugee children were subject 

to the scrutiny that accompanied state funding for refugee aid work after 

October 1940. 

Government funding for refugee aid work was established after protracted 

negotiations with a variety of agencies that has been adequately described to 

require no further elaboration here. 14° Funding, however, also entailed a close 

degree of scrutiny. Practically, this meant the establishment of the Central 

Council (or Committee) for Refugees as the body that administered the 

government's grant-in-aid scheme and was chaired by Sir Herbert Emerson. 

Emerson had been prominent in those pre-war efforts to handle the Central 

European refugee crisis. A former League of Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees and the director of the Inter-Governmental Committee for the 

Resettlement of Refugees, Emerson carried considerable personal authority in 

regard to refugee policy.141 Consequently the scattered evidence that records 

his interventions into the care of refugee children makes not only interesting 

reading but also attests to his significant contributions to policy formulation and 

administration. These interventions usually took the form of either reminding 

local and regional committees of approved policy or admonishing those 

deemed to have broken it. Thus, in 1942 Emerson is to be found reminding a 

conference of the Movement's regional secretaries that whilst the 'refugee 

should have treatment comparable to that of an average English child it was not 

possible to provide continued education except in highly exceptional cases of 

brilliancy'. 142 Or, in 1943, at a regional refugee conference, he reminded 

representatives of their duty to try and maintain a demographic balance in the 

distribution of refugees. 'The evils that resulted from this concentration in big 

cities were very serious' Emerson warned and 'a fundamental problem of 

refugees, particularly Jewish refugees'. 143 When Emerson felt that policy 

guidelines were being ignored or abused he was capable of censoring regional 

refugee workers as in 1942 when he told a conference that 'young refugees 
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were getting soft and well-paid jobs and thereby creating anti-alien feeling' .144 

Emerson's comments and criticisms on the work of regional refugee 

committees act as an appropriate place to finish this exploration of assimilation 

policy because behind them, once again, is the vision of the properly 

assimilated refugee child; average, invisible, a hard worker in vocational jobs, 

receiving, at best, moderate pay. 

On the relatively few occasions where the policy of assimilation was explained, 

justified or even just briefly articulated the fear of anti-alienism, or more 

specifically anti-Semitism, is nearly always prominent.145 This widespread fear 

must, in turn, be linked back to the idea of the nation as a homogeneous unit 

whose disruption or dilution would inevitably result in violence against those 

who threaten national identity. It is important to note here that in keeping with 

the history of migration across the boundaries of nation states, it is the 'aliens' 

who are subjected to scrutiny, surveillance and intervention. Very few 

contemporary commentators were self-critical and consequently few questioned 

what were held to be 'common sense' attitudes about national identity. Few 

examined either the constituent elements of nationality or how a sense of 

national identity unravelled in the treatment of refugees and immigrants. 

Instead, it was the refugees themselves that were subject to critical scrutiny, 

who were first selected and then dispersed, educated and trained in 

accordance with the imagined qualities of Englishness. Little wonder, therefore, 

that it has been left to the refugees, both as children and as adults, to ruminate 

on and come to terms with the content, contradictions and power of national 

identity. The remainder of this chapter switches from analysing the 

development and implementation of refugee policy to focus on the children's 

more qualitative experience of forced migration. 

Ill. Refugee children, education and the 'third space'. 

This section turns to focus on the children's more qualitative experience of 

migration, the assimilation policy to which they were subjected and their 
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reaction to dealing with migration, exile and separation from parents. The 

exploration of these themes necessarily involves moving away from the 

documentary material of government and refugee agencies and towards the 

personal testimony, and specifically the oral histories, of the children 

themselves. In doing so, this study helps confirm that migration is, as Alistair 

Thomson has recently argued, 'one of the most important themes of oral history 

research' .146 Two points act as an introduction to the testimonies that follow 

here. 

First, and to elaborate on a general point, the oral testimony of former refugee 

children facilitates an analysis of how 'moving matrices of social forces impact 

and shape individuals, and how individuals, in turn respond, act and produce 

change in the larger social area'.147 Having documented those social forces that 

shaped the experience of refugee children in Britain, it is important to record 

how children felt about their experience, how they understood it and to record 

their active responses to it. The point here is not to lapse into an uncritical 

acceptance of those 'social forces' that impact on individuals as overwhelming 

and all embracing. For while the documentary sources used thus far reveal a 

great deal about how, and in what context, refugee policy was conceived and 

developed it reveals relatively little about how the children understood, 

negotiated and adapted to their migration. The testimony of refugee children 

emphatically demonstrates that they were not passive subjects shaped solely 

by the interventions of government and refugee agencies but individuals and 

groups who were, to variable degrees, able to actively shape their own 

experience of migration. 

In actively shaping their experiences of migration, former refugee children have 

almost universally confronted, more or less consciously, issues related to 

personal and cultural identity. This relationship between migration and identity 

is a ubiquitous theme in the testimony of former refugee children. It appears in 

conversations or reflections that cover the (sometimes forced) identification 

with, and then exploration of, Judaism. It is also prominent in the related 

political, religious and educational attempts to establish a relationship with 

Zionism and later with the state of Israel. Migration and identity are also key 
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themes in the stories the children tell about their confrontations and confusions 

with English culture and, finally, in their attempts to come to terms with what, for 

many, had formerly been a 'homeland' in Central Europe. In order to make 

sense of these stories that share a concern with the notion of identity, it may be 

helpful to conceptualise them within the framework suggested by social theorist 

Homi Bhabha who has written extensively on notions of 'hybridity' that are 

developed in a cultural 'third space'. In this way it may also be possible to 

further contribute to what Thomson has identified as the work of oral historians 

in developing both 'empirical knowledge and theoretical understanding of the 

migration experience' .148 

No attempt can be made here to explore in detail the complex theories that 

have developed in Bhabha's work over a number of years. Instead, what is 

suggested is that Bhabha's basic theorising provides a perspective for making 

analytical sense of the testimony of former refugee children. In an interview of 

1993, Bhabha explained his interest in what he called a 'culture of relocation 

and migration' made up of a series of 'hybrid cultural moments' and 'partial 

identifications' that created an 'in between' or 'third space' in which new forms 

of cultural identification emerge. 149 These forms of cultural identification take 

many different forms but what they share is the ability to challenge the 

imagined homogeneity of the nation-state and national identity. For Bhabha 

migration helped: 

... open[s] up a space that is sceptical of cultural totalization, of notions of 
identity which depend for their authority on being 'originary', or concepts 
of culture which depend for their value on being pure, or of tradition, 
which depends on its effectivity, on being continuous. 150 

Elsewhere, Bhabha writes that migrants are amongst those 'wandering peoples 

who will not be contained within the Heim of the national culture and its 

unisonant discourse'. 151 In other words because migrants experience 

disjuncture and travel across national boundaries they call into question the 

imagined homogeneity of national identity. Broadly speaking, states have 

responded to this challenge by excluding and ejecting the 'outsiders' or 

subjecting them to policies of assimilation that sought to make these strangers 
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more similar. It is in, and through, these processes of assimilation that migrants 

begin to negotiate with national cultures and foster multiple identities. 

The assimilation policy of the Movement was not, nor could it be, a complete 

and all-embracing process. This is because assimilation policy was 

underpinned by a view of national identity as something linear, continuous and 

pure whereas the children's experience was of disruption, disjuncture and 

migration. Consequently, the central elements of assimilation policy were taken 

by the young refugees and subverted and manipulated. In a series of 'partial 

identifications', refugee children came to their own accommodation with 

Englishness and came to inhabit their own 'third space'. Drawing on their 

experiences of persecution, loss and migration refugee children connected 

with, or drew on, a range of religious, political and cultural traditions - Judaism, 

Zionism, Englishness, Marxism - to construct and reconstruct their own 

identities. 

The process of reconstructing identities for refugee children may have started 

with the simple but profound recognition of displacement and migration that 

necessitated some reconfiguration of identity. Dealing with the feelings of 

rejection from Germany/Austria was something that was difficult particularly for 

those assimilated or liberal Jews who, like Walter, thought of themselves as 

German: 

... 1 had to know I was Jewish because of the Nazis you know. But I think 
until then I thought I was German. Yes, I think I was German. 152 

The emotionality of that sense of loss is captured in the diary of lnga, a 13 year 

old refugee diarist in the summer of 1933: 

It is so sad that the Jews are being chased out of their beloved 
homeland. English people rave on about their fatherland. Lucky people! 
They can rave. We can't. We're rejected by our fatherland. I only know 
what that really means. 153 

Of course what that rejection meant was evacuation to Britain and a 

subsequent confrontation with a policy of assimilation whose details were 
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quickly familiar to most children. They often began with changing the children's 

clothing. Helga, whose recollections may be taken as the model of assimilation 

policy because her foster-parents were honorary secretaries of the local 

refugee committee, remembers that: 

.. . my foster-parents, they looked after me very well of course, but they 
were really pretty clear in that they were going to turn me into an English 
girl as quickly as possible. And that included saying some of the clothes 
I'd brought with me, that it would be a good idea if I didn't wear them, 
they made me look different. You know little things like that. .. 154 

Though Helga recalls the incident without rancour, other children, like those 

detailed in the preceding chapter, bitterly resented the prohibition on one of 

their few remaining material links with home and their parents. 155 Other tactics 

for aiding the process of assimilation were varied but most can be clearly linked 

to middle class standards of manners, health and language. Mealtimes, for 

example, became a method for teaching children the ubiquitous 'English 

manners'. Maria found instruction on eating rather demeaning and hurtful but 

Ya'acov remembers the direction in using a knife and fork and the intricacies of 

English tea a key part of his education and culture. 156 The association between 

aliens and disease - and the reverse link between Englishness and cleanliness 

-was manifested in the concern, sometimes bordering on obsession, with the 

health of the children. An official diary of a refugee hostel in Southport has the 

matron proudly writing that 'the girls have grown taller and improved in fitness 

and appearance' and assiduously recording both the number of absences 

through illness and the increasing weight of the children housed there. 157 In a 

Maida Vale hostel, Gina remembered being 'put in a bath at 14 and being 

washed and having my hair shampooed', a 'very, very humiliating and 

embarrassing' experience for a 'self-conscious girl'. 158 Whilst codes of dress, 

standards of manners, health and cleanliness might be applied to both refugee 

boys and girls, there were other activities that seem to have been gender 

specific. As in wider English society, for example, notions of domesticity made 

needlework lessons the preserve of girls while sport, long valued as a method 

for teaching the imagined discipline, decency and camaraderie of national 

identity, was thought particularly suitable for boys.159 Football, rugby and cricket 

were key elements in programmes of assimilation for boys in schools and 
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hostels throughout Britain. At the Jews' Free School in Ely, for example, where, 

according to the headmaster, 'great strides had been made in Anglicisation', the 

male pupils did not only: 

... speak and write English well, but they had assimilated English ways 
and ideas. This had been greatly aided by our sports activities. Sport 
was greatly fostered in the Home, and our refugee boys had become 
adept in these games, particularly football. 160 

Refugee boys, it should be noted in passing, valued proficiency at sport, not 

only for the esteem it granted them with their peers but because of its 

association with Englishness. One former refugee boy has, for example, 

spoken of his enthusiasm for 'English sports, like playing cricket', as part of his 

attempt 'to identify with the English' and, if anything, become 'more English than 

the English' themselves.161 Nonetheless, arguably the most important element 

of the assimilation policy laid down by the Movement was English language 

classes. 

In a wartime review of Movement policy, Dorothy Hardisty wrote that 'in an 

effort to assimilate the children we encouraged them to drop their German 

language'.162 This, it seems safe to say, is something of an understatement. 

Everywhere that children went, from the camps to foster-homes, hostels and 

educational institutions, English language and cultural lessons were given 

absolute priority. Where there was more than one child in the same home or 

hostel children were usually forbidden to speak German to one another and 

received a range of punishments -from a pocket money fine, to banishment to 

the bedroom without supper- when they broke this rule. 163 The children 

interpreted this prohibition on German in different ways. Some children felt an 

obvious sense of loss at a language they could literally feel slipping away and 

resentment about the forced imposition of what was quite often, but not always 

(some had received English lessons at home), a difficult and unfamiliar 

language. Again, lnga's diary captufes the poignant quality of this sense of loss 

when, after her foster parents have banned the use of German by her and her 

sister, she writes that she misses her 'mother tongue, and how beautiful it 

sounds when one hasn't heard it for a long time. So evocative. English hurts my 
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ears'.164 

Many other children welcomed the opportunity to distance themselves 

linguistically and emotionally from Germany or Austria and the place that had 

so obviously rejected them. Gina is just one of the many refugees who recall 

consciously refusing to speak German, a principled decision repeated by many 

adults who were interned in 1940.165 Yet it is also significant that Gina's middle 

class background gave her the cultural resources to use her local library both to 

read in German but to also foster her English. Gina specifically remembers that 

the Hendon Library had a comprehensive German section, from which she 

borrowed a number of classics, but also the place where she first began coming 

to terms with her emigration by reading a wide range of English literature. It is 

important to note at this point that both historians and cultural theorists have 

seen language as a key constitutive element in the making of identities. 166 

Language is not only a practical mode of communication, nor is it simply an 

expression of some inner essence, but is itself a key element in the 

construction of identities. From this perspective Gina's dual language 

programme clearly reveals the deployment of educational agency in an attempt 

to foster multiple identities that might confront and reflect the circumstances of 

emigration. Significantly, many other children also remember independent 

reading and study, educational agency, as crucial to their own adaptations to 

exile.167 

Before leaving Austria, Helga's parents had prepared her for emigration by 

arranging private English lessons for their daughter. Determined to capitalise on 

these lessons once in Britain, Helga borrowed a copy of David Copperfield from 

her foster-parents and with the aid of a dictionary set about teaching herself 

English by reading Dickens' complex narrative at bedtime. In addition, Helga, 

from a middle class background where Judaism had been rather peripheral, 

also took to bed a copy of the Book of Psalms, a text in which she suddenly 

found 'a sort of comfort'. 168 Once again reading appears as a method for dealing 

with the practical challenges that emigration had brought. In addition, however, 

the chosen subject matter can be seen as a tentative but independent 

exploration of a Jewish identity. This matter of independence to pursue and 
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explore their Jewish ness was something that was clearly important to many 

refugee children. 

The relationship of individual refugee children to Judaism was (and is) a 

complex and dynamic matter that is not easily discussed in generalised terms. 

Nonetheless, the children's experience of Judaism prior to emigration was 

certainly a crucial factor. Those children from Orthodox backgrounds seem to 

have found greater strength and support in religious Judaism than their more 

assimilated counterparts. Yet the majority of children came from exactly this 

assimilated background and this frequently meant that it was difficult, for a 

number of reasons, for children to connect with religious Judaism. For Helga 

the Sabbath celebrations with her foster-parents were 'pretty much a routine' 

affair supplemented by Hebrew lessons with a rabbi at the local synagogue that 

were less than inspiring. 169 Though it is difficult to generalise, Helga's 

recollections of her Hebrew classes are certainly not exceptional. Ester's visits 

to her local rabbi also 'meant nothing' to her whilst John Grenville's experience 

of religious instruction through a correspondence course 'lacked the personal 

touch' without which 'it was all meaningless'. 170 The reasons for this movement 

away from Judaism are manifold but one important factor, as Turner notes, was 

simply that Judaism reinforced lingering feelings of an outsider status that many 

children were anxious to lose. 171 This was particularly evident at school where 

Jewish children , particularly after evacuation to remote areas of the country and 

particularly at denominational schools, faced many potentially difficult and 

embarrassing situations. Helga recalls that: 

It was a convent school, I was the only Jewish child, when the Angelus 
Bell went, you know the entire school all fell on their knees and I just 
stood stock still in the corridor. When it came to the Christmas play they 
found me the part of the prophet Isaiah because they thought it would be 
all right for me to speak Isaiah's words instead of all the other things. 
You know, I think that was really very sensitive of them. 172 

The growing consensus that equated English citizenship with Christianity that 

was explored in chapter one, meant that there was an increasing emphasis on 

Christian teaching in wartime education. Consequently, the frequency of these 

experiences increased and they were not always so diplomatically resolved. For 
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Martha the concrete result was separate assemblies for Christian and Jewish 

girls three days out of five. The Christian assembly took place in the assembly 

hall while the Jewish girls were banished to the 'gymnasium among the 

wallbars and climbing ropes' where there was a lingering smell of sweat and 

rubber gyms hoes' .173 The teacher who supervised the girls in prayer 'often 

showed by her facial expression that she wished she were somewhere else' 

and 'to adolescent minds the message came across that to be Jewish was to 

be second class'.174 The perceived second class status of young Jewish 

refugees was no doubt enforced by their experiences of anti-Semitism at 

school. Whilst it is difficult to come to any firm conclusions on the scale of this, 

the Mass Observation investigation into anti-Semitism of 1939 uncovered what 

it called widespread 'discriminative criticism against the Jews' in schools. 175 

Prominent amongst these criticisms were the fact that, as one 12 year old 

wrote, 'the Jews were usually dark and not like English people', or the 

observation from a boy of 15 that 'everyone treats the Jews as outsiders' .176 

Given these attitudes it is not surprising that both the testimonies of the children 

and other documentary material fitfully records anti-Semitic remarks, teasing 

and physical attacks on children. In rural Hartley in Kent, for example, 'there 

had been a sort of organised opposition among the schoolboys. They combined 

to make the refugees outcasts and to bully (one of them) pretty badly whenever 

they managed to get him alone. 177 

Given their experiences of anti-Semitism in Germany and, less frequently and 

less violently, in Britain, it is not surprising that some children interpreted their 

Judaism as a permanent badge of exclusion from English citizenship. Walter for 

example, remembered and interpreted his evacuation in a very specific manner: 

I came from a completely, inverted commas, assimilated background. My 
parents thought they were German, now I think a similar thing couldn't 
happen to me now. Although I am at home here, lived here for many, 
many years I think I cannot forget my whole history in that sense. You 
see they were German but they weren't, it was an illusion, so somehow 
that has never left my mind .178 

It should be emphasised here that identities are socially constructed and not 

naturally given. There is no essential, underlying, fixed or transnational Jewish 
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identity. Yet it is quite clear to see, and quite understandable given the 

experience of exile that the respondent asserts a construction of Judaism that 

exists outside national identities; for Walter being Jewish removed him from 

being either English or German. Yet not all children saw their Judaism as a 

barrier to assimilation and not all children saw good citizenship as dependant 

on their conversion to Christianity, despite the many pressures - at home, 

school and in youth clubs, to do so. Helga, for example, appreciated the identity 

of her foster-parents who were: 

Simply English Jews and they were ... you know, I don't know whether 
they were as English as they were Jewish, or as Jewish as they were 
English, but I'm sure there was no conflict in their minds about it at all. 179 

However, for many refugee children coming to terms with or expressing their 

Judaism was not so simple. Some children, it has already been argued, came 

to see their Judaism as intrinsically problematic. Others wanted to explore their 

Jewishness in something other than strictly religious terms. Yet whatever their 

particular experiences and interpretation of Judaism there seems to have been 

a widespread desire or need to make a connection with, or take some pride in, 

what Ester called her 'Jewish heritage'. Gisela, for example, felt unable to 

jettison what she calls 'the ideological baggage of her childhood' and submit to 

her Christian foster-parent's desire to have her baptised. Similarly, Maria, 

though not 'actively Jewish' in Britain felt it impossible to cut out the effect of the 

first 14 years of her life continued to regard herself as a Jew. Yet even if the 

Jewish children were trying to leave their Judaism behind them the mass 

internment that took place in the spring of 1940 graphically illustrated how 

tenuously Jewish refugees were placed in British society. These episodes of 

internment damaged confidence in the British system and the classification of 

young refugees as 'enemy aliens' on reaching their sixteenth birthday 

increased feelings of difference and exclusion. In the words of one former 

sixteen year old internee 'whilst you were locked up you couldn't regard 

yourself as part of the English set-up' .180 Refugees accepted their enemy alien 

status with a mixture of resignation, bemusement and fear but the prospect or 

actual experience of internment were a further incentive to explore alternative 

identities. 
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Zionism has always been characterised by a multiplicity of visions regarding the 

proper nature of a Jewish state. Yet this diversity, a damaging weakness in 

most nationalist movements, was an important factor in engendering support for 

Zionism among significant numbers of refugee children. The social, political and 

religious diversity of Zionist youth groups active in Britain throughout the 

Second World War was a crucial factor in attracting the support and interest of 

refugee children who themselves came from diverse backgrounds. The 

varieties of political ideologies and religious observances that these groups 

expounded helped to ensure that there was at least the potential for identifying 

Eretz Israel. This was a potential that Zionist youth leaders tried to fulfil by 

offering a broadly similar Zionist education that helped some of the refugee 

children foster a new sense of identity that gave meaningful expression to their 

Judaism. 

An instructive case of Zionist youth activity is that of the Youth Aliyah, a 

movement for the transfer of Jewish youth between 14 and 17 to Palestine. 181 

On a practical level Aliyah, a Hebrew word that combines both immigration to 

Palestine with a sense of spiritual uplifting, had obvious attractions to children 

who had only been permitted to enter Britain on the understanding that they 

would re-emigrate at some later stage. More than that, however, the Aliyah 

developed an educational philosophy that allowed children to identify with a 

global Diaspora. Their analysis of Jewish affairs saw the 'normalisation of 

economic life' as a pre-requisite for the establishment of a Jewish homeland. 

Any future state of Israel, it was argued, would need its agriculturists, 

mechanics and technicians as well as its doctors, lawyers and industrialists. 

Consequently, the Zionist youth groups set about educating and training Jewish 

youth in preparation for life in Palestine. Their pedagogic schedules provided 

for 'half a day's practical work in the fields, the orchards, the vineyards ... the 

kitchens and the storerooms, or the workshops, and half a day is study of 

general subjects'. In these broad details it was a scheme of work largely 

adopted by the Zionist camps and training centres set up throughout Britain. 182 

The opportunity to contribute towards the establishment of a Jewish homeland, 
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that would protect Jews from future anti-Semitic attacks, was enthusiastically 

grasped by many young refugees. Whether as full-time boarding students or as 

attendees at weekends or summer camps only, the importance of a positive 

identification with Judaism that Zionism afforded to many young refugees 

should not be underestimated. Zionism provided a meaningful connection with 

Judaism that purely religious observance did not bring and established a 

positive identity as Jews. Explaining her motives for joining a Zionist youth 

groups Helga recalls that: 

It was completely tied up with what had happened with my family and 
what I felt was a terrible injustice. You know my recollections of the last 
few years of my childhood in Austria, they made me feel Jewish 
really ... the sort of political analysis that was presented in association 
giving the Jewish nation a status, that's what appealed to me.183 

In one sense then, the popularity of Zionism amongst refugee youths can be 

explained as an attempt to invest in an identity that would fix their place in the 

world. For children from Central Europe, who were identified as Jewish, exiled 

in a country that regarded itself as Christian and fighting a war against 

Germany this represents an entirely plausible explanation. Yet Zionism was not 

the only strategy for coping with these bewildering changes. Other children 

located their position in the world in much less definitive ways, tending to 

muddle through life in exile with an increased consciousness of their Judaism, 

whilst consistently being presented with a Christian education and culture. 

Some children understood these worlds to be conflicting and found 

simultaneous contact with them an emotional struggle. This was especially the 

case for children who had drawn the understandable but, of course, wholly 

erroneous conclusion that there was something 'wrong' with being Jewish: 

Although I loved my parents deeply and my experiences of living in the 
Jewish community were almost wholly positive, I could not help the 
unconscious feeling that there was something wrong and shaming about 
being Jewish.184 

Attending Hebrew lessons, keeping the Jewish Sabbath whilst also receiving 

Christian instruction at school and experiencing a Christian Sunday was a 

difficult burden to carry. One mechanism for coping was by keeping Christian 
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and Jewish cultures, 'in separate compartments of my mind, telling my Christian 

friends nothing about my Jewish experiences or the Jewish adults about my 

Christian ones.185 

Whichever way children engaged with their Judaism, as Zionists, assimilated 

Jews or almost covert Jews as in the last example, all these strategies 

demanded a considerable degree of sophistication. Once again, the successful 

development of these types of dual or multiple identities can be linked to a 

certain degree of educational agency. 186 Certainly it is commonplace for former 

refugee children to cite the experience of reading and study as crucial to the 

development of their identities. 187 As a final aspect of this lengthy discussion on 

assimilation and the third space, it is necessary to reflect on what many former 

refugee children have found to be the elusive quality of Englishness. 

As has already been discussed, one common memory among former refugee 

children is of the tremendous effort to 'become' English: 

By that time I'd become English, I had become British, no I've never 
become English but I'd become a British subject. .. that's the strange thing 
you see 1 ... 1 ... 1 feel. .. I've felt so English but I know that I'm not really 
fully accepted.188 

This sense of dislocation, variously described by former refugees as a sense of 

'rootlessness', 'incompleteness' or of 'not belonging', clearly equates to 

Bhabha's notion of the third space. A series of 'partial identifications' with the 

host society often gives the refugee children an ambiguous sense of their own 

identity that results from an interplay of a number of factors; the children's own 

background, their persecution in Central Europe, their placement, schooling 

and their interaction with British culture. The testimonies of the children are not 

only an eloquent expression of the ambiguities surrounding their identity but 

also an explanation of how the implicit notion of the 'third space' has helped 

them make sense of their experiences. In other words, the children have 

become used to existing 'in between' cultures and in doing so have developed 

multiple identities in order to come to terms with the legacies of their 

persecution and migration. 
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In one sense, Baumel is quite accurate when she writes of 'the assimilation 

process ... as not yet at an end. There is still no sense of "belonging", no true 

definition of "home" '. 189 Yet rather than conceptualise this as failure, rather than 

relate this absence of 'home' to hostility in British society, it may be more 

productive to see the 'incomplete process' of assimilation as a triumph for the 

former refugees. For in occupying a 'third space', the children have been able, 

in many cases, to foster multiple identities, to feel an allegiance and emotional 

loyalty to a number of cultures and traditions and resist an imposed model of 

assimilation. In doing so, they have found their own space as cultures 'in 

betweens'. 

IV. Conclusion 

The relationship between migration and identity emerges, at one level, from the 

simple fact of movement across geographical space and leaving a place 

invested with emotional identification as 'home'. Prolonged separations from 

this homeland inevitably raised questions of belonging, and in their wake, 

suggest Benmayor and Skotnes 'reconfiguration'[s] of social identity'. 190 Whilst 

such questions may have been common to migrants across many centuries in 

modern European history, the development of the nation-state and its imagined 

ideal as a 'racially' homogeneous unit undoubtedly made the subject of identity 

more pressing. The legislative, bureaucratic and educational developments to 

deal with immigrants and refugees demonstrably transformed the importance of 

identity so that it became, quite literally, a matter of life and death. Whilst, for 

example, 10,000 refugee children escaped from Nazi Germany to Britain, the 

majority of these children also left parents and relatives behind, most to 

become victims of the Holocaust, simply because they were deemed to be 

either too old, too orthodox, or of the wrong profession to assimilate. Or, 

indeed, they may have fulfilled all the assimilation criteria but the national 

quota, the number of Jews that might be 'safely' admitted, was full. 

For those children who were admitted to Britain, their settlement was, at least 

initially, carefully controlled by the Movement in association with the Home 
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Office. The control of national space was one key element in this strategy. Until 

the end of March 1939, this control was exercised partly through the use of 

refugee camps, thereafter by the spatial distribution of incoming children to 

avoid 'high concentrations', a term never numerically defined, in any one area. 

The housing of children was a second method of controlling the process of 

refugee settlement. The more or less unconscious preference of Movement 

officials was for middle class homes and, in addition, if the children could not be 

placed with anglicised Jews then Christian homes were often deemed 

preferable to either Jewish Orthodox homes and hostels. The provision of 

elementary schooling, and the restricted access to secondary schooling, was a 

third strategy for ensuring the settlement of refugees in an acceptable manner. 

It has been argued in this chapter that this schooling was seen as a method for 

fixing both the identity and occupational place of refugee children in society; 

these were to be productive labourers imbued with a love of freedom. Their final 

destination, however, remained somewhat ambiguous. In 1944 the Home 

Office informed the Movement that in considering the emigration of children to 

the USA: 

... the question is not whether the child is to be allowed to stop here 
permanently but whether his emigration is to be postponed for a time ... it 
cannot be assumed that the child will be allowed to stop here 
permanently after the war. 191 

It is hard to believe that the Home Office ever seriously considered attempting 

to deport all of the ten thousand refugee children but the retention of the formal 

right to do so is indicative of the status of these children in Britain. For much of 

the wartime period they were viewed in government circles with, at best, a kind 

of impatient tolerance that continued to be suspicious about the character of 

these 'alien' children. It may not be going too far to suggest that reminding the 

Movement of the children's official status as temporary residents was perhaps a 

Home Office comment on the whole idea of national identity and assimilation. It 

perhaps suggests that the Home Office was not convinced that this assimilation 

process had been effectively completed. Certainly, a 1938 Home Office 

memorandum on the settlement of refugees had made it clear that they were 

not willing to: 
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... adopt the American idea that nationality is a thing to be acquired and 
lightly abandoned: that a person should possess the nationality of 
whatever country he happens to reside in for a few years. 192 

Given both the exclusivity of Englishness imagined in this quotation and given 

the ambiguous status of refugee children in Britain it is not surprising that 

identity is a ubiquitous theme in the testimonies of former refugee children. 

At a second level the relationship between migration and identity emerges from 

the efforts of refugee children to adapt to migration in ways that they found 

helpful, satisfactory and fulfilling. After the deep humiliation of violent 

persecution in Central Europe, many children were able to restore their dignity, 

independence and confidence by exploring their identities. Children embraced, 

rejected or simply recognised Judaism, Zionism, Englishness as well as a 

whole host of other religious, political and gender identities. Many did so by 

actively deploying specific types of educational agency that allowed them as 

children to explore these identities through reading, the acquisition of new 

languages, prayer and political activity. Theirs was not a failure to assimilate but 

an ability to come to terms with their migration, to foster hybrid identities in their 

adaptation to, and negotiation with, the culture of Englishness. 
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Conclusions 

Introduction 

In a Mass-Observation report into 'Public Feeling About Aliens' of April 1940, 

Tom Harrisson concluded that 'it was becoming more respectable to be anti

refugee'.1 Harrison thought that this feeling was only 'a stage beyond general 

resentment to the foreigner coming amongst us and settling' but nonetheless 

detailed the source of the growing anti-refugee movement: 

the strongest objection is that there are too many of the refugees, and 
associated with this the idea that while we should give them sanctuary 
we can only do so as a necessity or temporary measure. This feeling is 
naturally associated with the ordinary national feeling and with the fact 
that most of the refugees are enemy aliens.2 

For Harrisson, anti-refugee sentiment has one general and two related, but 

more specific, causes. The first is the 'ordinary national feeling' or the general 

resentment to the 'foreigner coming amongst us', a routine public reaction to the 

arrival of the foreigners in Britain. However, this is linked to two other, more 

specific, objections. First, there is a suggestion in Harrisson's article that whilst 

a temporary settlement of a small number of refugees would be acceptable, 

what is problematic is the number of refugees who are seemingly permanently 

settling in Britain. Second, it is the identity of those refugees as enemy aliens 

that also promotes hostility amongst the general population. These public 

complaints against refugees relate back to the limitations of Englishness. For 

what underpins both the ordinary national feeling against foreigners and the 

specific objections to the refugees is the idea of a homogeneous national 

people whose well being depends on their retaining a common culture and 

identity. 

Generally, Harrisson's report is emblematic of a kind of thinking that has been a 

consistent theme of this study, that is, the almost universal tendency to describe 

and understand different cultures and peoples in national terms and to use the 

idea of the nation as the key mediating concept for comprehending the arrival of 

refugee children in Britain. This final chapter offers some conclusions on the 

general consequences of this understanding whilst also identifying appropriate 
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areas for further research. It begins by outlining the relationship between 

national identity and refugee settlement, whilst a more specific second section 

reflects on how conceptions of Englishness have affected the identity, education 

and welfare of refugee children in Britain. A third section discusses some 

methodological issues arising from this study whilst a fourth set of observations 

seeks to locate the findings of this work in the wider discipline of the history of 

childhood. A fifth and final section draws these concluding observations 

together. 

I. National Identity and Refugee Settlement 

The centrality of Englishness to understanding the arrival of the refugees is 

confirmed when development of refugee policy is considered. In both the 

Jewish and Spanish cases early negotiations between refugee agencies and 

government centred on the suitability of the potential refugees for admittance to 

England. Would be refugees were judged by government and refugee agencies 

for their suitability for entry to Britain on the basis of both personal details - age, 

health and education - but also on more general assumptions about the degree 

of similarity between the social and cultural background of the refugees and 

Englishness. An integral part of this negotiating process was the identification 

and labelling of the groups, one as Basque and the other as Jewish. This 

labelling of the children simultaneously established their proximity to 

Englishness and judged the consequences of the children's arrival for the 

nation. Different groups of children were understood to pose different kinds of 

problems for the refugee agencies. These problems were evident in the 

important and powerful process of representation that followed the initial 

identification of the refugees. 

The way in which refugee children were represented in Britain - the labels used 

to describe them, the adjectives employed in an effort to explain and 

understand them -was a process of fundamental importance in shaping the 

refugee experience. It attempted to fix the identity of both sets of children, 

marking them as types of subjects to be cared for and controlled in specific 

ways. The Jewish children are represented as dangerous aliens in the index 

cards and welfare reports of the Movement whose very existence, it is worth 
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remembering, owes itself to the perceived need to transform the children into 

acceptable and familiar English citizens. The public and visual representation of 

the Spanish children made much of what Tom Harrisson called the 'emotive 

sympathy associations' of the term refugee.3 It also drew on the positive 

connotations of Basque, a decision that helped prevent any accurate portrayal 

of the children's identity, and particularly their political allegiances, at the 

expense of repeated images of medical inspection that betrayed a wider anxiety 

about the health of the children. More generally, newsreel film of the children is 

dominated by rather cliched images of young refugees enjoying the imagined 

peace and tranquillity of England. Indeed, both the visual images and the 

literary description of the camps - 'set in a green and buttercup-clad meadow' 

that made England 'little short of Paradise' according to the Daily Mail- have 

tended to obscure their actual purpose.4 

Common to both groups was their reception in refugee camps that were, it 

should be readily admitted, partly a method for evacuating children from Europe 

as quickly as possible. However, the refugee camps for children were 

something more than simply a convenient method for temporarily 

accommodating large numbers of children. According to an editorial in the 

Manchester Guardian on the arrival of the Spanish children 'the purpose of the 

camp is to ... enable the children to acclimatise to our conditions and to serve as 

a clearing-house from which they are to be distributed to their various new 

homes'.5 This acclimatisation was something of a euphemism for the physical 

isolation of children in the camp where anxieties about them, chiefly expressed 

in terms of fears about their allegedly deleterious health, but also heard in 

allegations about their behaviour and their politics, could be assuaged. For, in 

theory at least, the camp not only allowed the BCC to subject the children to a 

constant process of medical inspection, control and intervention, it also 

contained the children, for a time at least, in a single and isolated space. Yet the 

camps failed to calm fears either about the health of the children or their 

behaviour and all the children had been distributed across the country by the 

end of September 1937. 

For the refugees from Nazi Europe, the camps were designed not so much as a 

site of medical inspection but rather as an educational space where the 
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Movement introduced children to a programme of assimilation. Here the 

children were introduced to the English language, manners and customs whilst 

their distribution across the country was arranged in order to avoid high 

concentrations of the children in any one area. This concern with the spatial 

distribution of refugees was not, as existing histories would have it, only a 

method of trying to maximise public support for the children. It was, in addition, 

a cultural judgement on how many 'aliens' it was acceptable to have in any 

given area since too many such children was popularly deemed to be an 

unacceptable social and medical danger to local communities. The resulting 

policy of dispersal, along with the almost obsessive concern for the health of the 

Spanish children and the education of young Jews, are all linked to the 

imagined characteristics of national identity. For in the isolation of children from 

wider society, in the endless medical inspections, in the initiation of an 

educational programme of assimilation and, finally, in the distribution of children 

across the country the modus operandi of refugee camps was the protection of 

an imagined and homogeneous English nation. Given the existing domination of 

an essentially narrative approach to the history of refugee children in Britain, it 

is worth reflecting on these methods of control in a little more detail. 

Existing historical studies of refugee children in Britain have gathered and 

organised important empirical evidence, but it can be argued that this has taken 

place rather at the expense of analysis. As a result, a more analytical approach 

to the processes of identification, labelling, and representation of refugee 

children has, until now, remained elusive. Yet these processes were 

fundamental to shaping the experience of being a refugee and have real, 

material and empirically demonstrable effects.6 One of the most obvious of 

these effects, yet also one largely ignored by historians, as been the use of 

camps to control the process of refugee settlement. Perhaps because the 

camps seem inimical to the whole process of rescuing refugee children and 

antithetical to the rhetoric of humanity, freedom and liberty that usually comes 

with it, there seems to have been little critical attention into the actual function of 

refugee camps. However, once it is clear that refugee children have been 

identified and represented as an actual or potential medical, 'racial', social and 

political danger to the nation, then the purpose of refugee camps is rather more 

transparent. As in the Boer War, where the British government first authorised 
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the use of 'concentration' camps to control civilian populations, the refugee 

children's camps acted as a method for isolating and controlling dangerous and 

different peoples? 

Along with policies of dispersal, the use of refugee camps has been an integral 

and consistent part of the spatial control of refugees in British history. However, 

in the absence of a sustained study of these processes of control there is an 

understandable tendency to see their use as isolated incidences and as 

expedient measures used in response to exceptional circumstances.8 A history 

that traced the development of these policies of spatial control would provide a 

rather different perspective on this neglected area of British history. The use of 

distribution, acclimatisation or detention camps to manage refugees, the 

dispersal of immigrants across Britain throughout the century and the 

internment of enemy aliens in the First and Second World Wars and the Gulf 

War would provide a stark counterpoint to claims of British liberty and 

tolerance.9 Such a history, moreover, would cover only the most obvious 

manifestations of the bureaucratic control that either the state or other voluntary 

organisations have assumed over the lives of people deemed to be 'alien'. 

In the first half of the twentieth century European nation-states developed both 

a new diplomatic language, and new bureaucratic procedures, to describe and 

deal with the 'dangerous aliens' whose number rose astronomically as the 

nations became increasingly defined in terms of a single ethnicity. At one 

extreme, the term 'genocide' was invented to describe the mass extermination 

of people seemingly justified by the pathological hatred of the Other inspired by 

intolerant nationalism. The expulsion of 'aliens' gave rise to the 'stateless', who 

somehow did not belong anywhere, and to the displaced, who might go home, 

either by force or by choice, and to 'population exchanges' whereby states 

swapped aliens for citizens. 10 The governments of European nation-states also 

developed new categories of thought, 'absorptive capacity' became a common 

term in order to restrict immigration, and, significantly, wrote new histories -

Britain was 'not a country of immigration' according to Home Office officials of 

the 1930s, in response to developing refugee crises. Moreover even when 

refugees were admitted, European states developed new or expanded existing 

bureaucratic procedures to deal with and control their settlement. Passports for 
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travel only became necessary during the First World War but they were retained 

thereafter as a method for restricting immigration, identifying refugees and 

controlling the domestic population. 11 Yet the introduction of passport controls 

was just the most formal and official of all those bureaucratic processes through 

which refugees were identified, labelled, represented and controlled. All these 

processes, traced throughout this study, can be related back to that view of the 

nation as the embodiment of a single people or 'race' and the related 

assumption that the population of any nation could be simply divided between 

citizen and alien, 'us' and 'them'. The kind of simplistic linear narratives of 

national history epitomised in the writing of Stanley Baldwin held up a vision of 

national homogeneity, 'racial' solidarity and character to be protected against 

easily identifiable dangerous aliens. It is a matter of considerable significance, 

therefore, that these processes, and the world-view that underpins them, 

continue to operate sixty years later. 

In a period when Britain, officially at least, has embraced the diversity and 

multiculturalism of its population, refugees are still routinely held up as 

potentially dangerous aliens. A new vocabulary now dominates the process of 

representation so that the term 'asylum seeker' is now routinely prefixed by the 

adjective 'bogus', and considerable media and government attention is focused 

on those 'criminal organisations that traffic in humankind' in order to get 'abusive 

claimants' to Britain.12 Daniele Joly argues that these representations help 

criminalise refugees, subject them to suspicion and encourage popular hostility 

towards refugee settlement.13 In turn, asylum-seekers are subject to ever more 

stringent controls in their search for the refugee status that, according to 

Frances Webber, successive governments have purposely made more difficult 

to obtain.14 The Campaign Against Racism and Fascism argue that the 

proposed Asylum and Immigration Act (2000) will further segregate asylum

seekers from mainstream society by subjecting them to a system of compulsion 

and surveillance, an integral part of which is the compulsory dispersal of 

refugees across the country to specified 'reception zones'.15 This policy of 

dispersal, a direct link with the reception policies instituted for the Jewish 

children in the 1930s, is suggestive of the fundamental reasons for the 

expanding network of controls over the process of refugee settlement. 
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At bottom, both popular and official hostility to refugee settlement is 

underpinned by a sense of nationality that values homogeneity and sees 

national identity as an abiding essence. It is significant, for example, that in 

recent protests against refugee settlement in Dover, the leader of Kent County 

Council, Sandy Bruce-Lockhart, argued that the 'local population felt swamped 

and resentful' at the arrival of 1 ,000 refugees from Kosovo.16 Such statements 

provide further evidence of what Yasmin Alibhai-Brown has argued is the 

renewal of terms like 'tides', 'floods' and 'swamps' in the 1990s to describe the 

process of refugee settlement.17 It is clear from these statements that, as Alan 

Phillips has recently argued, 'many of the themes of ethnicity, belonging, 

nationality and xenophobia are now increasingly debated in the arena of 

refugees'. 18 The articulation of these protests are significant because the 

metaphors used to describe the arrival of the refugees all relate, more or less 

directly, to preserving or maintaining a specific and static sense of identity. The 

perceived need for 'protection' or 'preservation' are clearly linked to the idea that 

a stable sense of national identity will be tainted, diluted or damaged by contact 

with 'too many', 'bogus refugees' or 'illegal immigrants'. The sense of nationality 

articulated against refugee settlement in the 1990s is clearly reminiscent of that 

expressed in the 1930s debate on refugees. Both decades indicate the way in 

which national identity has, since around the late nineteenth century, been 

popularly viewed as an enduring set of qualities, institutions and images that, 

rather like private property, are owned, protected and safeguarded. A set of 

state institutions has developed over the course of a century in order to promote 

and protect this static sense of nationality and national identity. As has been 

shown in this study, state schooling and refugee policy have proceeded on the 

assumption that national identity was an entity to be nurtured in schools and 

protected from dangerous aliens outside the nation. In the course of doing so 

both refugee and education policy have helped to instiutionalise a specific 

sense of national identity that makes both acceptable and inevitable a level of 

discrimination against those identified as the Other. Education and asylum (and 

immigration) policy have helped give solidity and form to a narrow and 

exclusionary sense of national identity that was formed in opposition to, and for 

the purposes of, excluding those identified as 'aliens' from the English nation. 

The problem is that these processes of opposition and exclusion have, as Robin 

Cohen has argued, become 'constitutive of national identity itself.19 Englishness 

278 



and British ness have become dependant on a racialised Other whose 

difference simultaneously helps reveal and uncover a national identity still 

viewed in terms of a given essence that fits comfortably with what Cohen calls 

'a racially based theory of nationalism' that is currently articulated in opposition 

to refugee settlement.20 The task for historians must be to unravel that 

nationalism by uncovering both the diversity of British history and the hybridity 

of the British nation. 

The policy analyst Mark Leonard recently argued that 'the tragedy of modern 

liberalism is a failure to engage with issues surrounding national identity'.21 

Among such failures, Leonard pointed to the widespread persistence of the 

view that 'identities are cast in stone: that no matter how much a country 

changes, its institutions, attitudes and identity will remain the same'.22 Related 

to this mistaken view (Leonard rightly argues 'that nations have always 

recreated their identities') is the inability to recognise and celebrate, as a 

framework for the development of social policy, the 'history of our hybrid 

nation'.23 Grosvenor, for example, argues that a 'simplistic and triumphalist' 

conception of the nation continues to shape education policy, whilst, according 

to Cohen, 'state interest and ethnic solidarity' are the formative principles of 

refugee policy.24 The task for historians must be to uncover those histories that 

will help subvert these simplistic perceptions of nation and national identity. An 

integral part of this task must be the attempt to uncover the history of refugee 

communities in Britain in order to show that themes of diversity and hybridity, far 

from endangering nationality and national identity, are key themes of national 

history. Giving consistent prominence to the historical diversity of British 

national identity is a necessary and appropriate starting point for its renewal or 

re-invention?5 For it is only by openly recognising the historical continuity of 

displacement and migration in British history that essentialist notions of national 

identity will be confounded. Once those themes of national diversity and fluidity 

are popularly accepted, it will be possible to overhaul areas of social policy, 

among them asylum and immigration policy and education, that continue to 

promote and protect an authentic version of national culture and identity. 
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II. Identity, refugees and education 

The most important method for shaping the identity of refugee children, at least 

in the minds of refugee aid workers and government officials, was their access 

to schooling. Central European Jewish children were sent to state schools 

specifically in an attempt to transform their identity through the processes of 

assimilation, whilst Spanish children seemingly had their national identity 

protected by their exclusion from state schools. This differential access to state 

schooling confirms a particular view of national identity as a stable and easily 

identifiable essence that was taught, or at least promoted, in state schools. Yet 

if the function of state schooling was to promote a sense of Englishness 

precisely what and how children, and refugee children in particular, have been 

taught a sense of nationality is a question that requires further historical 

research. Indeed, as Roy Lowe has recently pointed out in a special issue of the 

History of Education Journal on 'Education and National Identity', one of the key 

tasks for historians of education is to: 

... elucidate and unravel the nature of the processes at work in the 
dissemination of a sense of nationhood and the way in which they have 
impacted on different historical situations.26 

In the 1930s and early 1940s, the period with which this study has been 

concerned, the notion of citizenship was crucial to the dissemination of 

Englishness. Chapter one showed that whilst formal lessons in citizenship were 

not introduced during the 1930s, the lobbying activities of the Association for 

Education in Citizenship prepared the ground for the changes to education in 

wartime. Amongst these changes, argue Cunningham and Gardner, was the 

centrality given to citizenship education.27 They argue that the rhetoric of 

citizenship became an important wartime influence on education resulting in a 

'more outward looking curriculum' that, as chapter one showed, was a key 

demand of progressive educators in the inter-war years. A range of 'symbolic 

activities redolent of civic responsibility' were introduced - maintaining war 

memorials and cleaning National Trust sites for example - that contributed to 

the welfare of the community, preserved patriotic memory and safeguarded 

national heritage.28 However, as Cunningham and Gardner point out in their 

paper, precisely what this citizenship education meant in the practical and 
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everyday activities of the school is a question that requires further research. 

The ways in which children may have been taught a gender specific sense of 

national identity both before and during the war would be one potentially 

illuminating area of study. Another, of course, would be the variety of methods 

used to help teach refugee children a sense of national identity. This study has 

started by outlining a kind of universal pedagogy of citizenship designed to 

shape the identity, to civilise, integrate and assimilate, both indigenous working 

class and refugee children. Its aim was to inculcate children with a sense of 

citizenship underpinned by a specifically Christian and class based notion of 

Englishness. 

It is, however, undoubtedly easier to point to those lessons, materials and 

activities that aimed to produce a sense of national identity than to assess their 

effectiveness. Historians, in short, know much more about the production of 

national messages than their consumption. Little is known about how children, 

and more specifically boys as opposed to girls, have experienced this schooling 

and how they perceived and engaged with all those daily activities designed to 

produce what was a racialised notion of the good English citizen. From the 

evidence presented in this study the increasing emphasis on the idea of 

Christian Britain that shaped schooling in wartime Britain was a powerful 

reminder of the Jewish children's marginalised and outsider status in British 

society. It is worth noting here that whilst specific aspects of the curriculum were 

a concern for policymakers, the evidence presented in this study suggest that 

what was more important, or at least memorable for the children, were varied 

aspects of the 'hidden curriculum'.29 Chapter five detailed how children 

remembered their sense of difference and developed their sense of identity in, 

for example, their exclusion from school assemblies, special casting in school 

theatrical productions, the ringing of the Angelus Bell and so on. Such evidence 

suggests that it would be fruitful for historians of education to investigate a 

whole range of school activities not usually associated with the development of 

national identity, playground and material culture, for example, in order to 

unravel the processes at work in constructing a sense of nationhood. In 

addition, however, the lessons given to both children and adults in refugee 

camps, about which further research would be enlightening, are important 

indications that there is no reason for historians to restrict their investigations to 
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schools. 

In addition to the processes at work in schools, the evidence presented in this 

study suggests that historians should seek to uncover the educational agency of 

children, both refugee and otherwise, in developing a sense of national, cultural 

and personal identity. As this study has tried to illustrate, for refugee children 

recently arrived in Britain, almost every space was an educative one. For the 

Jewish refugees the specified role of foster homes and hostels was to introduce 

children to English manners, whilst the Scouts and Girl Guides were specifically 

identified by the Movement as potentially important mediators of English culture. 

However, the testimony of the children suggests that other religious, political 

and social groups, and other educational sites, may have been more important 

in fostering a sense of cultural identity. Probably the most important of these 

was Zionism which, whatever the specific religious and political persuasion of 

individual groups, allowed refugee children to explore what was in many cases 

a recently ascribed Jewish identity. Habonim (the Builders), for example, was a 

pioneering socialist group that, as well as 'hailing the new religion of Labour' 

also offered educational programmes in modern Hebrew culture - 'on the unity 

of Jewish tradition and spiritual values throughout 3,000 years' - that resonated 

with meaning for refugee children.30 It is worth recalling that- as chapter five of 

this study showed- this connection with a Diaspora identity often took place 

whilst refugee children were simultaneously making sophisticated individual 

attempts to adapt to their migration in Britain. It is to this question of educational 

agency that attention now turns. 

If historians are to unravel the ways in which children develop a sense of 

cultural or national identity far greater consideration should be given to the idea 

of cultural capital. Jewish children, as has already been indicated, were able to 

employ their classical Central European and middle class education to shape 

their experiences in exile. Many of the children from Spain, on the other hand, 

had a rather different kind of cultural capital. Though, as this study has tried to 

make clear the group was not homogeneous, a significant proportion of these 

refugees were from urban, working class backgrounds. They brought with them 

a set of characteristically working class attitudes and traditions, valuing 

collective solidarity and demonstrative expressions of their comparatively 
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mature and radical political identities. There are numerous incidents of the 

children spontaneously singing songs, the lntemationale or the Marching 

Soldiers of the 5 Ebro Battalion for example, both as a form of protest against 

some element of their treatment and an affirmation of their status as self

consciously political exiles.31 It was undoubtedly frustrating for the children that 

so many volunteer helpers saw these politicised identities as the adverse effect 

of war conditions. As was shown in chapter four, even the most sympathetic of 

such helpers frequently saw their role in terms of correcting these radical 

identities and restoring children to a culturally specific construction of childhood 

that saw children in terms of innocence, a degree of ignorance and limited 

responsibility. This construction of childhood is an issue explored in more detail 

below but for the moment, the discussion of identity formation here leads onto 

to a consideration of the use of social theory in this study. 

Ill. Methodology and Social Theory. 

This study has not attempted to write a narrative history of refugee children in 

Britain, nor has it aimed at a strict comparison of the experiences of those 

children. Rather, the admittedly broad, aim of this study has been to investigate 

how nationalism, and the related feelings of national identity, shaped the 

experiences of refugee children in Britain. In order to do so it has been helpful 

to draw on elements of social theory in order to either pose new questions of 

evidence or in an attempt to make analytical sense of it. On one level, this has 

meant the simple re-reading of standard administrative documents not so much 

for what they reveal about the lives of individual refugees, but more for what 

they reveal about the power of Englishness in understanding the process of 

refugee settlement. As was shown in chapter three, the bureaucratic records of 

the Refugee Children's Movement are inverted testimony to the framing 

importance of Englishness for the way in which they describe and monitor the 

progress of refugee children. For in these documents that record progress 

towards Englishness there is a clear indication of the way in which both 

Englishness and the quality of being a refugee alien was perceived and 

understood. On another level, however, the desire to tease out the categories of 

thought used to understand the process of. refugee settlement has meant 

engaging with documents and tools of analysis not quite familiar to historians. In 
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this study the analysis of visual imagery has been central to understanding the 

way in which people perceived the arrival of Spanish children in England. For it 

both denied the children any accurate portrayal of their own identity, whilst 

simultaneously assuming that cinema audiences would understand how 

'English people had learnt to love' the Spanish refugees and why 'England has 

done them good'. The English land and the English people had self-evident 

qualities that made their specific articulation unnecessary. Yet the historical 

analysis of visual images as a primary source - rather than simply for the 

purpose of illustration - remains a rather marginalised activity and one that 

historians have been reluctant to embrace. This reluctance is worth reflecting on 

in a little more detail. 

Perhaps one of the reasons for this reluctance to engage with such sources is 

what might be called the' interpretative promiscuity' of visual imagery. For visual 

sources are open to any number of different readings and amenable to a 

multiplicity of interpretations. They do not offer the historical certainty that 

historians wishfully presume their documentary records to reveal but only the 

daunting prospect of stepping outside academic boundaries and engaging with 

writing from what maybe unfamiliar disciplines, in order to even begin trying to 

make sense of the meaning of visual artefacts. Yet this study has attempted to 

do just that. By engaging with writings from cultural theory, anthropology and 

film studies this thesis has not only attempted to make clear the meaning of 

fund-raising films but also made a small contribution to developing critical 

historical practice in the use of visual imagery. The further development of this 

critical historical practice will not only help discredit the false dichotomy between 

'representation' and 'realism' but it will become a necessary tool of analysis for 

future historians who will inevitably encounter an increasing variety of visual 

sources in an electronic age. 

IV. The state, philanthropy and the history of childhood. 

Historians of childhood are generally agreed that 'childhood', as well as being 

partly defined by individual biological development, is socially constructed in 

specific historical, cultural and economic contexts.32 For the period of this study 

two agents were central in the constitution of childhood. The first was the state 
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which provided a range of health, welfare and education services that invested 

in and nurtured children whilst the second, the family, had a duty to avail their 

children of such services. The complex and controversial relationships between 

state and family have been explored by a number of childhood historians.33 

What is interesting in this respect is the differential access that refugee groups 

were given both to state educational services (already discussed above) and 

the family. 

The official proscription on Spanish refugee children either attending state 

schools or being placed with English foster families confirms their exclusion and 

marginality from a national conception of childhood and, in turn, from the 

national community. This exclusion from national childhood (though not 

necessarily from the standards of behaviour it had laid down) ironically meant 

that the vulnerability of the children, to poor housing, food and treatment, 

increased because the techniques of inspection that applied to Jewish children 

did not apply to refugees from Spain. That one Spanish refugee child was 

reduced to stealing food from a hostel'full of East European Jewish refugees', 

who were 'very well organised and provided for', is testimony to the state's lack 

of protection, surveillance and inspection.34 With the notable exception of 

medicine, this lack of intervention certainly had a deleterious effect on the 

educational and material circumstances of the children's exile. In stark contrast, 

the surveillance, control and intervention into the lives of Jewish refugee 

children is revealing of the ways in which the state set about constructing 

childhood in this period. 

Though the future of the Jewish refugees was officially uncertain, it has been 

shown in this study that the possibility that the children might stay permanently 

in Britain was recognised very early in the evacuation process. Partly for this 

reason, and partly because of the assumed dangers associated with the 

settlement of Jews in Britain, the children were included in a discourse of 

national childhood, which according to Goldson, demanded 'efficiency, public 

health, education, order, conformity and protection'.35 In the case of these 

Jewish refugee children who were separated from their parents, the standard 

methods for achieving this, what Donzelot has called 'government through the 

family', was not available.36 In its place came a dual system of state-
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philanthropic care that where possible, sought to place children with 'suitable' 

foster-families and having done so, subjected them to what was, at least in 

comparison to the Spanish children, a comprehensive system of surveillance 

and control. Under the mechanisms of this control, discussed in some detail in 

chapter three of this study, children's progress towards a culturally specific 

construction of childhood was measured through the periodic recording of their 

health, education and behaviour. It is certainly worth noting that the system 

instituted for guiding (or enforcing) refugee children towards a national 

childhood closely resembles, and in many respects anticipates, that set up 

under the post-war welfare state; an institution for so long symbolic of British 

national unity and identity.37 

There is little doubt that under the dual state-philanthropic system the material 

conditions of Jewish refugees were at least tolerable, and often a good deal 

more comfortable than that. In return, however, the freedom of the child and the 

family to decide on matters of health, education and employment was, in theory 

at least, circumscribed by the surveillance and control exercised by the 

Movement. The extent of this control should not be overestimated as the 

settlement policy laid out by the Movement in conjunction with the state could 

be, and often was, overcome by many refugee children. Yet for other foster

families or for children in hostels that lacked finance, influential friends or the 

willingness and cultural capital to negotiate with representatives of the 

Movement, the state, in conjunction with the Movement's central bodies, placed 

real restrictions on the children. These restrictions, it was shown in chapter 

three, centred on almost every aspect of the children's lives from housing to 

education and employment. In short, whilst certain benefits accrued to the 

children from their inclusion in a discourse of national childhood, it also entailed 

the surveillance of what Donzelot calls a 'tutelary complex' that attempted to 

mark out and enforce the children's progress towards citizenship.38 

It hardly needs to be reiterated that the discourse of citizenship in wartime 

Britain was based around racialised notions of Christian Britain. Schooling, 

arguably the most important tutelary institution, has been partly investigated 

here and a gender specific process of assimilation outlined. A more precise 

investigation into the operation of this tutelary power would need both access 
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to, and analysis of, medical and legal records pertaining to refugee children. It 

would certainly be illuminating, both in terms of the experiences of refugee 

children and the construction of modern childhood, to investigate those cases 

where refugee children were referred to Child Guidance Clinics. Hendrick 

suggests that the most common reason for such referrals 'was behaviour likely 

to bring them [children] into conflict with authority' a term broad enough to 

include refugee children not aware of, or unwilling to respect, culturally specific 

behavioural norms.39 However this is mere speculation. For the moment it must 

be sufficient to note that the differential settlement of refugee children - Spanish 

refugees excluded from a discourse of national childhood, Jewish children 

subjected to it - offers a method for identifying and analysing the processes 

through which childhood was constructed in 1930s Britain. For any explanation 

of those differing experiences, it is necessary to go back to the nationalising 

eye. 

V. Englishness, Identity and Refugee Children in 1990s Britain. 

This study has not attempted to write a narrative account of the history of 

Spanish and Jewish refugee children in Britain. It has not attempted to uncover 

the history of volunteer aid work with refugees in the 1930s and 1940s and nor 

should its desire to avoid the congratulatory tone of many refugee studies and 

histories of childhood be taken as a criticism of the individuals involved in this 

admirable work. Rather this study set out to investigate how perceptions of 

national, cultural and personal identities shaped the experiences of two groups 

of refugee children in a specific historical period. What can be said in 

conclusion? 

The fundamental fact in explaining the differing experiences of refugee children 

in the 1930s is the idea of the English nation and the related concept of English 

national identity. Without some knowledge of the content of those ideas, or 

without an appreciation of their power as an organising principle for the 

construction of social policy, it is impossible to do justice to the experiences of 

those children. So, one of the most fundamental issues for historians to 

consider is how seemingly discrete areas of government action have in the past 

contributed to the construction of national identity. 
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In this study, it has been argued that in the 1930s and 1940s seemingly discrete 

areas of social policy - concerning refugees, health and education - all 

contributed to the construction of a particular sense of national identity. Refugee 

policy protected the people from dangerous and unassimable 'aliens' who had 

the potential to disrupt the self-styled peace and tranquillity of England. The 

medical control of those who did arrive protected 'native stock' from 

unnecessary contamination, whilst schooling for those children who were to 

remain in Britain was designed to teach them how to be English. In other words, 

the reception and settlement of these refugee children help reveal how the 

contingent parts of English national identity shaped discrete areas of social 

policy. 

If historians are to clearly understand how conceptions of the nation have 

framed the development of social policy, it will be necessary to map in detail the 

ways in which the very philosophy, aims and mechanics of modern government 

has been underpinned by historically specific conceptions of the nation. Future 

historians of national identity might find it profitable, for example, to investigate 

the relationship in the 1990s between ever-tighter asylum and immigration 

legislation, welfare reform, and compulsory lessons in good citizenship. What 

conception of the nation frames these reforms? 

It seems unlikely that the policy reform in education, welfare, and immigration 

are fundamentally dismantling the conception of national identity that has been 

inherited largely unchanged from the 1930s. For the experiences of refugees in 

the 1990s indicate the ways in which narrow and exclusionary notions of 

national identity continue to shape the lives of refugees in Britain. The restrictive 

asylum legislation, the detention of refugees who have committed no crime, 

dispersal and exclusion from the safety net of state welfare provision all 

characterise the response of government to refugee settlement in the 1990s. 

This response is clearly reminiscent of the response of government to the plight 

of refugees in the 1930s. Without a fundamental change in the way that identity 

is perceived and understood, there is no immediate prospect of a more humane 

approach to refugee settlement in Britain. 
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