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(Lon don: I. B. Tauris, 2011), xvii + 270 pp. ISBN 978 1 84885 537 3.
£25.00 (hardback)

Until the 1980s, few were aware of the fate of the children rescued
from Nazi Germany by the Kindertransport. Even those affected had
not, before then, generally perceived their own stories as part of a col-
lective Holocaust destiny, and Kindertransport did not appear as
heading in major accounts of the Holocaust, such as Saul Fried -
länder’s Nazi Germany and the Jews,1 or the Enzyklopädie des Na tio nal -
sozialismus edited by Wolfgang Benz and others.2 Not until the fifti-
eth anniversary in 1989, when around a thousand of these Kindermet
in London on the initiative of Bertha Leverton, herself one of the res-
cued Kinder, did this unique mission, which had made it possible for
10,000 Jewish children from Germany, Austria, Czechoslovakia, and
Poland to flee from Nazi Germany, become known to a wider public.
Self-help groups were set up (the Association Kinder tran sport in the
USA and the Reunion of Kindertransport in Britain), and many
Kinder wrote their life stories, inspired by an important monograph
in which Bertha Leverton and Smuel Lowensohn collected around
1,000 reports by the rescued children.3 Historians also began to ad -
dress this significant topic, and studies were undertaken, most
recently a Ph.D. thesis by Claudia Curio, written at the Zentrum für
Antisemitismusforschung in Berlin in 2005.4 In addition to academic
treatment, the theme has also received literary attention,5 and has
been the subject of numerous films, including the Oscar-winning

138

1 Saul Friedländer, Nazi Germany and the Jews, vol. i (New York, 1997), pub-
lished in German as Das Dritte Reich und die Juden, trans. Martin Pfeiffer
(Munich, 1998).
2 Wolfgang Benz, Hermann Graml, and Hermann Weiß (eds.), Enzyklopädie
des Nationalsozialismus (Stuttgart, 1997).
3 Bertha Leverton and Smuel Lowensohn (eds.), I Came Alone: The Stories of
the Kindertransport (Lewes, Sussex, 1990), published in German as Der jüdi -
sche Kindertransport von Deutschland nach England 1938/39: Geschichte und
Erinnerung, trans. Rebekka Göpfert (Frankfurt am Main, 1999).
4 Published as Claudia Curio, Verfolgung, Flucht, Rettung: Die Kindertransporte
1938/39 nach Großbritannien (Berlin, 2006).
5 E.g. in W. G. Sebald, Austerlitz (Munich, 2001).
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documentary Into the Arms of Strangers. Along with exhibitions and
monuments (London set the ball rolling with the dedication of a
memorial in Liverpool Street Station in 2003), all this has resulted in
the Kinder tran sport being deeply rooted in the collective awareness of
the general public in both Britain and Germany.
Now, in Children’s Exodus, Vera K. Fast has produced a further

history of the Kindertransport. Like other accounts, Fast’s begins by
describing the Nazi seizure of power and the step-by-step process by
which the Jews were eliminated in order to contextualize the relief
campaign. In a total of ten chapters she presents a detailed picture of
the whole rescue operation, from the arrival of the first transport in
December 1938 to that of the last in 1948, linking the activities of the
relief organizations with reports of their experiences by those
involved. She describes the various local, regional, and national relief
committees, their structures, problems, and organizational efforts,
and their not always successful attempts to work together.
Triggered by the alarming news of the November pogrom in 1938,

which left tens of thousands of Jewish children in Germany and
Austria orphans, leading representatives of the Jewish community in
Britain worked to have the children admitted to the country. The
British government was the only one to declare that it was prepared
to permit entry to unlimited numbers of vulnerable children on con-
dition that they were unaccompanied, less that 17 years old, and that
a surety of fifty pounds sterling was paid for each one. A wave of
helpfulness ran through the country. Within a short time, around 180
local and regional initiatives had been set up. They organized the
reception of close to 10,000 Jewish children and teenagers; found fos-
ter parents; looked for accommodation; collected the money required
for their keep, the organization, and sureties; and provided training
places. The assumption that the children’s stay would be brief and
temporary as a rule excluded the need for any higher or academic
education. The assistance committees consisted largely of untrained
volunteers acting under the auspices of the Refugee Children’s
Movement (RCM), a central organization set up in November 1938.
Not all assistance groups by far were Jewish, and the RCM was
explicitly set up to cross religious boundaries. Thus numerous
Christian organizations, especially the Quakers, took part in rescuing
the vulnerable children, as the roughly 350,000 British Jews did not
have the resources to take in all the threatened or orphaned children.
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Fast firmly refutes the widespread accusation that the Jewish com-
munity in Britain provided money, but not hospitality (p. 189). She
does, however, describe the catastrophic organizational and concep-
tual shortcomings of the relief campaign, already known from many
memoirs and the research literature. Only recently a former Kind has
described how, one year after the Kindertransport, her 16-year-old
brother died from heart failure in a hostel in Westgate-on-Sea, where
he had no help.6
Power struggles between Liberal and Orthodox British Jews and

Zionist groups overshadowed the cooperation between the various
aid organizations. In this context, Fast explores in detail the role of
the charismatic and idiosyncratic Orthodox Rabbi Dr Salomon
Schonfeld, the young founder and assertive executive director of the
Chief Rabbi’s Religious Emergency Council. As Fast had access to the
organization’s archive in the University of South ampton’s Hartley
Library, she can provide new insights into this Ortho dox branch of
aid for refugee children (‘The Orthodox Ex peri ence’, pp. 97–114),
while she hardly considers the work of the Reich Association/
National Association of Jews in Germany. Schon feld’s commitment
must have been unflagging. Right at the beginning of the campaign,
he single handedly brought 300 children from Vienna to Britain. In
his Orthodox attitude, however, the Rabbi did not shy away from
imputing hostile intentions to other assistance organizations because
they ‘only’ wanted to rescue the children, but not their Jewish identi-
ties as well. Schonfeld placed the commandments of his religion
above everything else, and refused to receive a transport on the
Sabbath. The Orthodox Rabbi preferred to accommodate children in
camps, where they were largely left to themselves, rather than let
them go to Christian families. Fast correctly points out that conflicts
between the various religious camps were exacerbated by the fact
that the majority of the rescued German and Austrian children came
from assimilated families, while the religious background of most
British Jews was that of Orthodox immigrants from the East. She also
reports, however, about conflicts with children who insisted on ob -
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Einstein aus Augsburg-Kriegshaber. ’It’s a Cruel Hand We’ve Been Dealt.’ The
Einstein-Family of Augsburg-Kriegshaber, Lebenslinien: Deutsch-jüdische
Familienschicksale, 5. Lifelines: German-Jewish Family Stories, 5. (Augs burg,
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serving their Orthodox customs even in secular or Christian sur-
roundings. It cannot be overlooked that her sympathies lie on the
side of the Orthodox experience. She sketches touching scenes such
as the Sabbath meal served to children who had just arrived, but does
not conceal the arrogance of some Orthodox children towards their
non-religious or Christian foster parents. The author devotes less
attention to the situation of children brought up in non-Orthodox,
Liberal, or secular homes. One wonders what evidence she can pro-
vide for the rather surprising statement that Orthodox children
coped better than these with the traumas of flight and separation (p.
112).
Fast contrasts the problems and challenges of the assistance

organizations with the situation of the children, their abandonment,
anxieties, and huge achievements in adapting. For most, exile meant
not only rescue but also trauma. With great sympathy, Fast describes
the situation at their reception, the disturbing experience of being
chosen by their foster parents, which made the children feel as if they
were on the ‘market’. Often, foster parents lacked not only know -
ledge of but also understanding for the needs of the traumatized chil-
dren and teenagers. That these were often exploited as cheap labour,
sometimes also sexually abused, is mentioned only in passing by the
author. But she sensitively describes the desperation and hopeless-
ness that drove parents to entrust their children to total strangers.
Hardly had they acclimatized, when the rescued children older than
16 suffered another trauma of separation as they were interned as
enemy aliens in June 1940.
It is one of the merits of this work that it also looks at baptized

children, in Nazi terminology, ‘people of mixed race of the first and
second degree’. The author devotes a separate chapter to them
(‘Jewish Christian Children’, pp. 115–32), in which she also discusses
the situation of the Christian assistance organizations and describes
the Kindertransport as a catalyst for Christian–Jewish cooperation (p.
131). Unlike most previous accounts, Fast’s counts the Jewish chil-
dren and teenagers who survived the camps or lived through the war
with false identities (pp. 133–62) as belonging to the Kindertransport.
In fact, hundreds of these children were brought to Britain in a sec-
ond wave, up to 1948, and, despite all difficulties, integrated into
British society. Here, too, Rabbi Schonfeld was a driving force. The
concluding chapter on the after-effects of the Kindertransport makes
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clear the long-term mental health problems faced by the children res-
cued and taken to a foreign country, but does not go beyond previ-
ous research on this question.7
For this book Fast has drawn on a broad range of published and

unpublished memoirs and interviews, which she uses to illustrate the
most diverse facets of experience. On the whole, this makes for a
highly fragmented account, which indirectly demonstrates the ad -
van tages of whole biographical interviews. Longer quotations from
the sources would have made it possible to understand the children’s
behaviour and reactions in their biographical context, and thus to
comprehend their individual spaces of experience, something which
this synthetic distillation of ‘all’ experiences cannot achieve. We look
in vain for discussions of questions that would lead further, for
example, about the reasons for the children’s frequently problematic
integration, how they processed their experiences, or the concepts of
assistance used by the organizations involved, such as those which
Claudia Curio, for example, has addressed in analysing the RCM’s
welfare policy.8 But this was not the author’s intention. In the
Foreword she announces that her aim is largely to sum up what is
already known (p. xiii). To this extent Children’s Exodus is directed
mainly to readers who want a first, detailed overview of this unique
rescue of Jewish children from Nazi Germany.

7 E.g. Wolfgang Benz, Claudia Curio, and Andrea Hammel (eds.), Die Kin der -
transporte 1938/39: Rettung und Integration (Munich, 2003).
8 Claudia Curio, ‘Die Fürsorgepolitik des Refugee Children’s Movement: Ein
Instrument der Integration deutsch-jüdischer Flüchtlingskinder in die briti -
sche Gesellschaft’, Jahrbuch für Antisemitismusforschung, 10 (2001), 287–308.

BENIGNA SCHÖNHAGEN is Director of the Jüdisches Kultur mu -
seum Augsburg-Schwaben. Her publications include Die Synagoge:
Orte jüdischer Geschichte und Kultur (2006); ‘Getrennt von allem, was uns
geblieben…’: Der Weg der Familie Kraus aus Augsburg (2008); and ‘Die
zweite jüdische Gemeinde von Augsburg 1861–1943’, in Michael
Brenner and Sabine Ullmann (eds.), Die Juden in Schwaben (2013),
225–49.

142

Book Reviews


