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MARIAN MALET and ANTHONY GRENVILLE (eds.), Changing
Countries: The Experience and Achievement of German-Speaking Exiles
from Hitler in Britain, from 1933 to Today (London: Libris, 2002), xx +
259 pp. ISBN 1 870352 36X. £29.95

Hitler’s ‘seizure of power’ in January 1933 prompted wide-scale emi-
gration from Germany for political and, increasingly, racial reasons.
What was, at the beginning, merely a trickle turned into a stream
within months. By the time war broke out over 78,000 refugees were
living in Britain (excluding children who had come with their par-
ents). These were mainly Germans but there were also quite substan-
tial numbers of Austrians and Czechs—in other words, more than
78,000 individuals whose lives had been completely changed by the
ruthless acts of a despicable dictator. Britain had suddenly become
what A. J. Sherman has aptly described as an ‘island refuge’, certain-
ly not an idyllic and comfortable place with plenty of opportunities.
However, for refugees who, in too many cases, had narrowly escaped
persecution and even death, Britain represented a ‘land of hope and
glory’ in a very real sense.

Nevertheless, Britain was not an easy place to reach for the thou-
sands from Continental Europe struggling to land on its shores, nor
was it a very welcoming one as far as the government in London was
concerned. In April 1933 Whitehall granted temporary asylum to
refugees from Central Europe with great reluctance, following
urgent pleas by the leaders of the country’s Jewish community. The
authorities repeatedly let it be known that they considered Britain to
be a country of transit only, certainly not of permanent settlement.
After all, who was going to support the newcomers, most of whom
had been unable to bring with them sufficient means for their liveli-
hood? This was a reasonable question since the vast majority of the
refugees arrived with only the notorious ten Reichmarks in their
pockets that every emigrant had been allowed to export from Nazi
Germany since 1934. As one emigrant who settled in Britain remi-
nisces in Changing Countries, before they left Breslau in Silesia his
mother ‘went on a sort of spending spree, because we obviously had
some money which she couldn’t take out of Germany and she decid-
ed to buy things—she didn’t know how poor or otherwise we would
be in London. She bought things she thought would be saleable in
England. For instance, she bought two portable manual typewriters
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and a big Singer sewing-machine and quite a lot of things she would-
n’t normally have bought, really to get rid of the money, to invest the
money in goods’ (pp. 66–7). Startled Londoners watched refugees
arriving in the summer wearing brand new fur coats.

It is certainly a happy coincidence that the ever fascinating field of
exile studies has seen the recent publication of two new books that
complement one another in their methodological approach to the
subject. Both, in their own way, are appraisals of the achievements of
these refugees in the 1930s. In The Hitler Emigrés: The Cultural Impact
on Britain of Refugees from Nazism (London: Chatto & Windus, 2002),
Daniel Snowman analyses the emigration from Central Europe in its
totality. He aspires to evaluate the remarkable tenacity and adapt-
ability of people whose sudden arrival in a foreign land and culture
hardly seemed conducive to worldly success. However, they suc-
ceeded against all the odds. Consequently, Snowman focuses on the
likes of Sir Claus Moser, Sir Ernst Gombrich, Sir Rudolf Peierls, Lord
Weidenfeld, Sir Nikolaus Pevsner and Anna Freud. This is, without
doubt, an acceptable and legitimate approach, enabling a wider read-
ership to appreciate the amazing influx and lasting impact of talent,
expertise, and professionalism that Britain, without realizing it at the
time, experienced after January 1933.

In Changing Countries, on the other hand, the editors Marian Malet
and Anthony Grenville have chosen to tackle the issue from the
opposite end. They too mention famous names, as do the authors of
the various chapters in the volume. However, they are clearly more
concerned with the ‘grassroots’ of emigration and the many difficul-
ties of life in exile: the traumatic experiences of uprooting and forced
transferral to a foreign country, the often painful process of adapta-
tion and assimilation in the host country, and finally the coming to
terms with life after 1945 when the extent and murderous conse-
quences of the Nazi death machine had become fully apparent.
Thereafter those who were fortunate enough to escape persecution
and the Holocaust were confronted with the brutal reality of loss and,
in many cases, the ongoing uncertainty as to what had happened to
family members after deportation, often still unknown to the sur-
vivors today.

Malet and Grenville’s Changing Countries is the outcome of an oral
history project which began in 1994. They and their collaborators
used a set of prepared questions to interview thirty-four former
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refugees from a wide range of backgrounds who, after more than
sixty years in Britain, were willing to talk about their lives, memories,
and personal views. Their ages at the time the project started ranged
from sixty-five to ninety, the women (23) outnumbering the men (11).
Editors and authors make it clear that their selection is the result of
personal contacts and recommendations, and therefore by no means
a systematic representation of a remarkable group of people that is
now rapidly decreasing in numbers. The recorded material is arrang-
ed under certain aspects, broadly following chronological order, and
then used to analyse the life experience of the ‘Continental Britons’
from 1933 to the present. Thus there are chapters on ‘Family Back-
ground before Emigration’ (Anthony Grenville), on ‘Departure and
Arrival’ (Marian Malet), ‘Everyday Life in Prewar and Wartime
Britain’ (Stefan Howald), ‘Internment’ (Jennifer Taylor), ‘Life as an
“Enemy Alien” ’ (Stefan Howald), ‘Religion’ (Anthony Grenville), ‘Re-
lations with the “Heimat” ’ (Charmian Brinson), and ‘Postwar: The
Challenges of Settling Down’ (Marietta Bearman and Erna Woodgate).
These rather general chapters are further structured. Each of them
deals with essential, sometimes seemingly banal, aspects of the ordi-
nary refugees’ lives, which in works such as Daniel Snowman’s are
almost totally ignored. Such aspects are, for instance, patterns of res-
idence, social contacts and leisure, why England was chosen for emi-
gration in any individual case, employment and standard of living,
coping with English and the English way of life, and food and cook-
ing.

In retrospect, all the thirty-four interviewees surmounted the
numerous difficulties they faced in Britain after being forced to leave
home, and led a fulfilled life in their adopted country. As a number
of authors in Changing Countries point out, their loyalty as British cit-
izens had, since their arrival, never been in doubt. They were and are
today immensely grateful to a country that saved their lives and
offered them generous hospitality and a ‘second chance’. But, assim-
ilation and integration into British society notwithstanding, practi-
cally all of them still have scars which, even after nearly seventy
years, have not completely healed. ‘I am not an Englishwoman’,
states one interviewee from Austria, ‘I don’t think I am. On the other
hand, I am not an Austrian either. I am not a Jewess either because
my religion doesn’t come into it. I am a bit in the middle of nowhere’
(pp. 243–4). Another interviewee confessed: ‘I call myself British. I
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would never call myself English. You can’t become English’ (p. 244).
This is a view shared by almost all the former refugees. Even in later
life they still have the feeling that they are different and have ‘no true
homeland’ (p. 245). The absence of a strong sense of belonging or, for
that matter, having a split identity can, on the other hand, also be
seen positively. Some of the interviewees emphasize the advantages
gained from the different cultures that play a part in their lives. And
one former refugee, tongue-in-cheek, admitted that she does not
mind standing above narrow patriotic sentiments. She likes to quote
Sir Peter Ustinov’s statement: ‘I am happy to say that my foot does
not start tapping at any national anthem’ (p. 245).

Changing Countries offers detailed and illuminating insights into
the experience and feelings of people who turned out to be, as Jean
Medawar and David Pyke have aptly put it, ‘Hitler’s gift to Britain’.
The contributors to this carefully edited volume analyse a unique
story in depth and in detail, cleverly interspersing their analyses with
excerpts from the interviews. There are inevitably minor shortcom-
ings. Editors and authors do not, for instance, point out slight distor-
tions or the occasional statement tainted by hindsight (‘I remember
saying at the beginning of the war—I was only eleven—“Now the
Jews have had it in Europe” ’ (p. 191). Berlin’s university should not
be called the ‘Humboldt University’ when referring to it in the years
before 1949. And why are the findings of Marion Berghahn’s pio-
neering study Continental Britons: German-Jewish Refugees from Nazi
Germany (1988) ‘by now due for revision’? Why was she, ‘a scholarly
outsider’, not always ‘able to capture the complexities of the integra-
tion of a group of German-speaking Jews into their new British envi-
ronment’ (p. viii)? However, in spite of such imprecisions, Changing
Countries is a most interesting and readable book, a well-balanced
scholarly work which will also appeal to a general readership. It is a
moving testimony of human suffering and endurance, of courage
and optimism shown by people who were cruelly thrown into a sit-
uation of utter hopelessness and despair. Moreover, Changing
Countries celebrates, in a similar way to Daniel Snowman’s work, the
splendid achievements of a group of men, women, and children who
had to overcome the traumas not only of flight and exile, but also of
the unspeakable crimes committed against their kith and kin.
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