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INTRODUCTION

Leaving Europe


At the end of the Second World War, there were an estimated sixty million people uprooted and displaced, around twenty-three million of these on German soil. Alongside returning soldiers and displaced civilians, there were several hundred thousand survivors of concentration camps and around eight million non-Jewish victims of Nazi policies of forced and slave labor, as well as kidnapped children, conscripts, and prisoners of war. This multitude was soon vastly swollen by thirteen million ethnic Germans, or Volksdeutsche, exiled from their homes in eastern and southern Europe after Germany’s defeat. Meanwhile, new waves of refugees continued to stream into the Allied occupation zones in Germany and Austria, escaping Soviet takeovers, partisan conflicts, population transfers, and ongoing anti-Semitic violence in their home countries.

The numbers were staggering. Images of Europe’s “restless roads” clogged with the millions of displaced were evidence of the incomprehensible scale of human suffering wrought by this war. Tadeusz Borowski, the Polish writer who had spent two years in concentration camps, described Germany in the months after his liberation, “swarming with starved, frightened, stupefied hordes of people who did not know where to turn and who were driven from town to town, from camp to camp, from barracks to barracks, by young American boys, equally stupefied and equally shocked by what they had found in Europe.”1 To these Allied soldiers, it seemed natural that now that Germany had been defeated, this “nameless mass of displaced persons” would want to reclaim their origins and go home. “Hope for a peaceful life again—in a place they knew—is what leads these, the dispossessed, the disillusioned, the old, the sick, the empty-handed and starving, the bewildered people of Europe,” described the Washington Post in July 1945.2

Malcolm Proudfoot, a U.S. Army officer in charge of U.S. military relief operations in Germany, was able to claim that initial repatriation efforts were quick and efficient. Thousands of refugees were packed into empty supply trucks and taken to railway stations across Germany. “Here empty returning supply trains were loaded to capacity with Frenchmen, Belgians, Netherlanders and other Western Europeans,” he wrote. Airplanes bringing supplies to combat troops were similarly filled to capacity with westbound refugees. It was clear, Proudfoot felt, that the “rapidity with which Frenchmen, Belgians, and Netherlanders were repatriated will become a Saga of World War II.”3

But such optimism was short-lived. The main international agency created to manage the repatriation of these displaced persons (or DPs), the United Nations Rehabilitation and Repatriation Administration (UNRRA), soon faced an unexpected problem: many did not want to return home or did not have homes to return to. “The most surprising thing is how many people don’t want to go home,” a Quaker relief worker in Germany wrote in May 1945.4 The intense pace of repatriation soon slowed to a standstill. As Hannah Arendt had predicted on the eve of the Allied victory, “a very large proportion will regard repatriation as deportation and will insist on retaining their statelessness.”5 Arendt was referring to Jewish survivors, but alongside these was the large group of non-Jewish Eastern Europeans who, displaced by Nazism, now viewed Stalinism as the chief cause of their persecution.6 Consequently, after a year of liberation, nearly a million people still remained in the DP camps. For postwar planners intent on establishing stability, the DP quickly became the most intractable aspect of Europe’s ongoing humanitarian crisis. “As long as a million persons remain with refugee status,” Eleanor Roosevelt warned the United Nations General Assembly in December 1946, “they delay the restoration of peace and order in the world.”7

This “last million,” as they became known to the world, comprised not only Jewish refugees but also sizable numbers of non-Jews—namely, the Polish, Baltic, and Soviet DPs who now refused to repatriate to countries under Soviet control. Gerard Daniel Cohen has calculated that there were around 400,000 Poles who had been brought to Germany as forced laborers, amounting to nearly 50 percent of the total number of DPs. Between 150,000 and 200,000 Estonians, Lithuanians, and Latvians made up a sizable Baltic cohort, while around 100,000 to 150,000 ethnic Ukrainians constituted another.8 In early 1946, as the busy phase of repatriations ground to a halt, Jewish concentration camp survivors made up only around 10 percent of the DP population. But their numbers soon expanded, as some 200,000 Jewish “infiltrees,” as they became known, fled anti-Semitism and Communism in Eastern Europe for the DP camps in Germany and Austria, joining the nearly 50,000 survivors of the Holocaust. Other non-Jewish arrivals, known as neo-refugees—anti-Communists from Hungary, Slovakia, Yugoslavia, and other Eastern European countries—also added to a constantly fluctuating, but roughly accurate, “last million.”9

Left out of this equation, however, were the many millions of ethnic Germans expelled from their homes in Eastern Europe between 1945 and 1950, whose welfare was declared a matter for the German state, as well as a quarter of a million Italians who were forced out of Yugoslav-controlled Istria and Dalmatia, and over half a million ethnic Ukrainians, Belarusians, and Lithuanians driven out of Poland by the end of 1946.10 Nor do these numbers even begin to include the roughly ninety-five million Chinese refugees displaced by the Japanese occupation in China, numbers that “beggared belief,” or the eighteen million people uprooted in India and Pakistan by the curtain call of the British empire.11 Although their European counterparts ultimately made up only a small number of the overall refugees of war worldwide, the Allied focus was firmly on the victims of Nazism and Stalinism. To Kathryn Hulme, an American aid worker who was in charge of the large Polish DP camp at Wildflecken, the European DPs “seemed like the most important show on earth.”12

The UNRRA was established before the war’s end in 1943, a product of “planning-mindedness” by policymakers desperate to avoid the disastrous epidemics of disease and starvation that had plagued the aftermath of the First World War.13 Its purpose, in the words of President Franklin D. Roosevelt at his inauguration, was “to provide relief and help in rehabilitation for the victims of German and Japanese barbarism,” and in so doing, “restore to a normal, healthy and self-sustaining existence” the devastated countries.14 These were lofty intentions, framed in the new language of apolitical and impartial humanism, but the cold, hard reality of what awaited the UNRRA teams in Europe soon dispelled such grandiose ambitions. General Frederick E. Morgan, onetime European director of UNRRA, described a more modest achievement. “All said and done, some food went to some of the hungry, help was brought to some of the helpless, no mean achievement in existing conditions.”15

Alongside its broad relief program to allow war-torn countries to reestablish industry, agriculture, and essential services, the UNRRA worked with the Allied military authorities to send DPs home. Although it was not created as a refugee agency, it was soon abundantly clear that there would be no transition to a peaceful, stable world without solving the urgent problem of the displaced. This included deciding which refugees should be the responsibility of UNRRA, and where they should go next. It was initially decided that those eligible for UNRRA’s assistance were non-German nationals who had been uprooted or deported to the Reich during the war, excluding enemy nationals. This was later revised to include “ex-enemy and stateless persons” who had been displaced “because of their race, religion, or activities in favour of the United Nations,” though, in practice, most ex-enemy nationals were never included, especially those of German descent.16 But the “last million,” who steadfastly refused efforts to dislodge them from the DP camps, soon forced a reconsideration of what the next steps—after registering, delousing, clothing, and feeding them—should look like. Furthermore, by 1946, the Allied energy for forcibly repatriating refugees had considerably dulled, especially where the Soviet Union was concerned. The DPs who were left in the Western-occupied zones were finally rescued by the Cold War. A specialized temporary agency, the International Refugee Organization (IRO), replaced the UNRRA in December 1946 with a new mandate: to give those who refused to return home to Communist countries the option of resettlement in the West.

This book is mainly concerned with this IRO phase of operations, which, although it lasted only seven years, had a lasting impact on the definition of the refugee, the development of international law, and the creation of a modern, bureaucratic refugee regime. It created new processes for assessing refugees; individuals were now required to prove their own or their family’s legitimacy as “displaced persons,” and this entailed giving an account of their recent pasts to the welfare officers tasked with assessing them. Before the Second World War, refugees did not have to account for why they were forced to leave their home countries, but were categorized instead by their identification with a certain stateless group (the Armenians and White Russians being cases in point). After the war, personal histories became a “key resource”17 and telling them a central preoccupation: getting them “right” often meant the difference between international protection and destitution. In the longer term, being granted coveted DP status, with its accompanying material and political privileges, could seem to mean the difference between securing the possibility of a new, prosperous future in the West, remaining stuck in Germany as an unwanted fringe dweller, or going back to the Communist East.

It is important to note, however, that screening for DP eligibility did not apply to Jewish DPs. Although initially the Allies were reluctant to see Jewish refugees as a separate category, preferring to group people according to their nationality, this quickly changed as it became clear that Jewish survivors were, indeed, deserving of special status. A report was commissioned by President Harry S. Truman after complaints reached Washington about the treatment of Jewish DPs. Truman acted swiftly on the recommendation by the author of the report, Earl Harrison, that Jews be granted separate camps; in so doing, he appeared to symbolically acknowledge “that they were a separate nation,” although, at this point, they did not have a national homeland.18 Their physical segregation from the rest of the DP population was soon followed by political separation. Discussions held at the United Nations between February and December 1946 led to unanimous endorsement of the right of all of Europe’s Jews to qualify as both “refugees” and “displaced persons,” and the right of European Jews to international protection.19 This gave Jewish DPs unique recognition as “persecutees” and provided for their political demarcation from the non-Jewish DP population. From that moment onward, their trajectory out of the camps took a different turn.

The IRO replaced the fairly ad hoc system of refugee processing that had existed under UNRRA with a security questionnaire designed to assess each individual applicant’s wartime history and eligibility for DP status. IRO officers were appointed across the British, U.S., and French zones of Allied occupation.20 Screening usually took the form of an interview, in which a host of information about the applicant was gathered, creating a record of the individual’s background: birthplace, schooling, languages spoken, work history, and wartime experiences. A new section asked each applicant why he or she refused to go home, and where he or she wished to emigrate, as Cold War politics made repatriation to countries in Eastern and Central Europe more untenable and resettlement to countries such as the United States, Canada, or Australia a favored option. Those who were successful in their bid to become DPs were not automatically entitled to resettlement. The IRO was entrusted with deciding whether each applicant was entitled only to material aid or needed assistance to emigrate as well.

One of the principal tasks of the IRO was to screen out of the DP community those guilty of Nazi collaboration, war crimes, German association, and economic “opportunism.” But in practice, this was made difficult by a number of factors: the sheer number of assessments and interviews that agents were required to conduct each day, the fact that in many cases hard evidence was scant, forcing IRO officers to rely on personal intuition, and, most importantly, the shift in the definition of “refugee” caused by global political developments. In 1946, the word “unwilling” was added to the description of the refugee, signaling a significant widening in definition.21 Refugees became people who were “unwilling or unable” to hold state protection because of a legitimate fear of persecution, rather than simply those who had endured persecution in the recent war.

Gatrell argues that “insistence on individual persecution as the chief criterion for recognition represented a significant departure in legal practice, and an indication that human rights were beginning to make an appearance in international law.”22 The key word here is “individual” rather than “persecution”: legal scholars have been quick to point out that the criterion of persecution has a longer legacy in legal thought, dating back to the beginning of the twentieth century, if not earlier.23 But its application after the Second World War had far-reaching consequences: refusal to go home to Soviet-controlled territories because of “fear of Communism” became by far the most common response to IRO interviewers. Indeed, by the end of the decade, the definition had shifted so far that fear of Communism, rather than persecution under Nazism, defined victimhood. The eligible DP was henceforth transformed from a victim of the Nazis to a victimized democrat in the Western imagination, and even an anti-Soviet freedom fighter; more broadly, the DP became a trope for Western Cold War politics, proof of Communist oppression and the superiority of Western values of democracy and freedom.

Tony Judt has described how the Cold War meant a strategic refocusing away from the wartime pasts of thousands, if not millions, of people whose identities were being recast as refugees of oppressive Communist regimes.24 What this meant was that those who may once have been condemned on the grounds of Nazi collaboration, for example, could, by the end of the decade, find themselves lucky enough to be reassessed as heroic fighters against Communist tyranny. In their appeals and letters to the Allied authorities invested with deciding their fates, DPs frequently drew on a rhetoric of freedom, democracy, and justice in their accounts, emphasizing their personal histories of patriotism and victimhood under Communist oppression. The assertion of the “democratic” identity of DPs became the preeminent marker of their worthiness as refugees.25 “To return to our native country Poland is completely impossible because of the existing political conditions in those eastern countries,” wrote Klemens D. in his appeal for his DP status to be reinstated after he was screened out by an IRO review of his case. “I also want to mention that I strive hard for an orderly life and that I still hope to be able to emmigrate [sic] to a democratic free country in order to start a new life there without any fear of terrorism.”26

Terrorism here referred to the tyranny of state-run Communism, not the kind of unlawful sporadic violence it has come to mean in our own times. His statement, coming at the end of a closely written three-page letter to the IRO, was underlined in red pen by his IRO interviewer. This kind of appeal struck a chord with IRO officials, Western migration agents, and journalists inclined to favor those with anti-Communist credentials as future citizens of their countries and to ignore the unsavory aspects of their pasts. It also “worked to stigmatise Eastern European states as violators of the rights of their citizens,” notes Emma Haddad. “The more individuals who could be shown to be fleeing persecution behind the Iron Curtain and quite literally, ‘voting with their feet’, the greater the opportunities to denounce the human rights abuses and by extension, the Communist regimes in government.” Such ideological positioning of DPs ensured that fleeing persecution, as an individual right, belonged to the West rather than the East; “each émigré was a propaganda triumph.”27

This book is about the ways in which DPs, often at pains to assert their individual histories, sought to make their histories “count” in the brutal competition for visas to the West. Although it was easy to dismiss refugee accounts as scripted narratives crafted with the “right answers” to sway skeptical IRO officials, they in fact contained a multitude of experiences and histories. This was not lost on U.S. and British camp officials. Hulme wrote in her memoir, The Wild Place, that from her first day at the DP camp in Wildflecken, her daily encounters changed her view of refugees forever. “Never again would I be able to look on a refugee mass, even in pictures, and see it collectively, see it as a homogeneous stream of unfortunate humanity.” As she quickly learned, “the ‘DP Problem’ was an easy generality that you had accepted until you met that problem in the grassroots and saw that it had as many faces as there were people composing it.”28

“Telling persuasive stories about one’s experiences,” writes Matthew Zagor, “is, after all, as old as the law itself.”29 This, while true, was perhaps never enacted with such daily and relentless energy as on the scale of postwar Europe. Storytelling became a major strategy for survival and escape out of the DP camp and out of the Europe that they felt had been lost to, or had abandoned, them. Those determined not to repatriate relied on their ability to convince officials of the uniqueness of their experiences. “Interesting life story of a Ukrainian woman. Her statement reads like a mystery novel,” a handwritten memo attached to the typed transcript of an IRO interview with Helena B. noted. She told her interviewer her real name was Helena K. “In purpose to explain the reason that I use the false name, I have to give my life-story.”30 Her story described years of abuse with a cruel defacto husband, culminating in an attack in which he threw acid at her and their child, for which he was finally jailed; Helena described how he had also forced her to use his name, despite their unmarried status. She now wanted to go to the United States with her mother and child.

IRO screeners often suspected, and sometimes discovered, that life histories described by DPs were complete fabrications. “Lying. Has been in Germany twice during the war before 1944” reads a handwritten note on the screening form of one Lithuanian applicant, and underlined for emphasis: “False statements.”31 The truth was a precious commodity in postwar Europe, and encounters between DPs and officials often materialized as a battle of wills over which version of history could stand at any given moment. For the men and women tasked with assessing the stories of the DPs who appeared before them, trying to decide the truth of their life histories was a momentous task. It is not uncommon to read in the margins of DP interviews and questionnaires frequent queries and exclamations by their assessors (“All lies!”; “Nonsense!”). Against this, DPs constantly rejected any notion that these were fictions. “These are no fairy tales,” wrote Alice K. in her account of how she had come to work for the Germans as a typist during the war and of her struggle to survive after her husband’s arrest.32 “This is not a novel, not fantasy but the truth,” insisted Gustav S. in his own letter of appeal.33

As noted above, Jewish survivors of the camps, and the Jewish “infiltrees” fleeing into the DP camps from Eastern Europe in the late 1940s, were generally exempt from having to face official scrutiny of their pasts. For them, recounting their experiences was driven by a different urgency, a need to bear witness. But it came at a considerable cost. “Almost all of the survivors,” wrote Primo Levi in The Drowned and the Saved, “remember a dream which frequently recurred during the nights of imprisonment, varied in its detail but uniform in its substance: they had returned home and with passion and relief were describing their past sufferings, addressing themselves to a loved one, and were not believed, indeed were not even listened to.”34 For Aharon Appelfeld, who had survived the war in hiding in the Ukraine, the effort to explain, to put the war into words, was almost impossible. “We didn’t speak much during the war,” he wrote. “Anyone who was in the ghetto, in the camp, or hiding in the forests knows silence in his body.” He continued:


It was only after the war that words reappeared. People once again began questioning and wondering, and those who had not been there demanded explanations. The explanations often seemed pathetic and ridiculous, but the need to explain and to interpret is so deeply ingrained in us that, even if you realize how inadequate such explanations are, this doesn’t stop you from trying to make them. Clearly, such attempts were an effort to return to normal civilian life, but unfortunately, the effort was ludicrous. Words are powerless when confronted by catastrophe; they’re pitiable, wretched, and easily distorted.35



It is important to note that the “rivers of words” that Appelfeld describes, written and spoken by Jewish survivors who kept their promises to themselves and their loved ones to tell the world what had happened, to bear witness, were often, though not always, markedly different from the kinds of storytelling described in this book, as we shall see.

The IRO Manual for Eligibility Officers set out definitions and case studies to guide IRO officers in their decisions, and was twice revised and updated to incorporate new information gathered from interviewees and local sources. This manual was based on the IRO Constitution, which laid out the mandate and functions of the organization, as well as the definitions of refugees and DPs. It is a remarkably rich historical source: in its final revision, it outlines a number of examples and anomalies to assist the IRO eligibility officer in determining the outcomes of individual cases, including general problems IRO officers may encounter in trying to assess eligibility. As the manual made explicit, the “process of discovering whether an applicant is within the mandate is a cooperative process between him and the Organization.”36 This process of cooperation was in fact a unique feature of the DP experience. It included the IRO review board, which became a significant part of the IRO legal edifice. The purpose of the board was to enable those found ineligible for DP status to appeal the decision, and as discussed in chapter 1, it was in this setting that the life stories of DPs were usually given their fullest expression.

The years between the end of the war and the cementing of the 1951 United Nations Refugee Convention was a shifting terrain of debates, agendas, and theories about how to define, protect, and manage the DPs. Establishing who was, in fact, legitimate, or “truthful,” became a significant question of postwar politics in Europe. Importantly, DPs were not simply observers of the debates about them but frequently engaged with, and challenged, the versions of history used by the IRO when it contradicted their own. These battles over what was true and what was fiction, who was deserving and who was undeserving, were an important part of an evolving dialogue about the recent past. As Gerard Daniel Cohen notes, this sorting out of good and bad, victim and victimizer, hero and villain, innocent and guilty, which underpinned the screening process, initially borrowed heavily from denazification proceedings. “If the granting of DP status was an international recognition of victimization,” he writes, “its denial was tantamount to a guilty verdict.”37

The historian Peter Gatrell has observed that “thinking through how displaced persons themselves navigated the myriad flows of power and how they understood the process of displacement remains the most challenging issue of all.”38 DPs were complicit in some ways in maintaining the mystery, especially in the countries of their resettlement where the onus of assimilation demanded such strategies. But it has never been easy to get a bird’s-eye view of the refugee experience, partly because historians have rarely had access to their narratives, and partly because of the sheer immensity of the task. Confronted with figures in the millions, where does the historian who wishes to understand individual experience start? This book is an attempt to meet this challenge, to locate some of the experiences of the displaced. It involves reading the official record “against the grain,” so to speak, or between the lines. How DPs, welfare officials, and migration agents navigated their way together through the complexities of postwar Europe is a defining theme in this history, for it is only in the moments of their interaction that we have access to their voices: brief flashes of ordinary lives that reveal something of the extraordinary period through which they lived.

Natalie Zemon Davis in her seminal work, Fiction in the Archives, marveled at the way in which pardon tellers used their storytelling skills to weave the elements of a crime into a narrative that could persuade authorities in sixteenth-century France to absolve them. In approaching her source material, she tells us that she was not interested in finding out the “truth” of their guilt or innocence; rather, she wanted to make the fictive elements of their stories the center of her analysis. “By ‘fictional’ I do not mean their feigned elements, but rather, using the other and broader sense of the root word fingere, their forming, shaping and molding elements: the crafting of a narrative.”39 Despite the temporal distance of her subject matter, Zemon Davis’s insights are a valuable lesson in thinking beyond the question of truth-telling that preoccupied the DPs and the people they had to convince. Sheila Fitzpatrick’s observations of letter writing in the 1930s in the USSR (Union of Soviet Socialist Republics) is also instructive: “Like memoirists and actors,” Fitzpatrick writes, “those who write letters to the authorities are involved in a sort of a performance. Many cast themselves in particular roles and draw on established social stereotypes and rhetorical conventions in enacting them.”40

As we will see, this was certainly the case with those trying to find the right language and correct narrative to convince authorities that they were legitimate refugees. The intensity and frequency with which DPs interacted with and debated the decisions of IRO officers about past events was a unique moment in which questions of history were open for discussion, where the interpretation of events, still inexplicable to the historians and experts who came afterward, was a malleable and elastic process of invention. What made a good or convincing story at the time tells us much about the circulation of ideas about the war, about the Holocaust, and about the Jews. It tells us something of the emerging moral and legal distinction between economic migrants, or “opportunists,” and political refugees that would become a central plank of international refugee law. It tells us about the different experiences of men, women, and children in the face of new psychological and political interventions into the family, and the particular ways in which families were made, lost, or broken in these years. It also tells us something about the enduring myth of the new world for people who longed to leave the old. It reminds us, finally, that the end of the war was not the end of hardship, prejudice, hatred, or ignorance, nor was it a redemptive moment of justice and retribution.

DPs came from all strata of society. In fact, aside from the Jewish refugees, it was precisely the members of the intellectual and professional classes of Eastern Europe—who were more likely to resist demands that they return to their countries of origin—who made up a sizable number of the “unrepatriables” left in the DP camps after 1946. Susan Pettiss, an UNRRA officer in Germany in its earliest postwar days, cheerfully observed that “there were no class distinctions between DPs, it was a leveling existence. There were no trappings to signify social, economic, or occupational status. Judges, shoemakers, farmers, concert musicians, teachers, lawyers, colonels were all in the same boat.”41 Be that as it may, it is also true that the better educated were able to petition more extensively, and often more persuasively, and that the written record is thus necessarily skewed in what it offers the historian. Those who found themselves having to petition the authorities had often been the beneficiaries of a disappearing world in Eastern Europe.

This corpus of letters or individual petitions can be read as belonging to what Martyn Lyons has termed the genre of “writing upwards.”42 Whatever their social status before the war, as refugees they were at the mercy of those who were empowered to impose their own notions of law and justice in making decisions about their fate. This form of writing presumed an imbalance of power: it was the weak writing to the powerful even if, in the case of many, these were often people who had once been powerful but were now reduced to positions of weakness. Writing upward was often a last resort, but it was also a way of resisting the bureaucratic procedures of eligibility screening and IRO officers who could be portrayed as insensitive, cruel, or even corrupt.

The IRO bureaucracy endlessly frustrated DPs like Josefine L., a rather notorious and once-powerful Shanghai character who was thought to have collaborated with the Japanese: “At last I had to realise the fact that the individual has no right to demand rehabilitation at all, and that the only way of approaching these organizations is that of filing petitions.”43 Her sentiments were widely shared across the DP world, but they also actively perpetuated the petition merry-go-round. Petitioners often reappeared weeks or months later—or years later, in some cases—with different identities, more elaborate stories, and lengthier petitions. The IRO faced a monumental workload. In its annual report of 1951, close to the end of IRO’s operations, the chairman of the review board, Marcel de Baer, stated that the board “had in fact gone to the limit to give succor to the maximum number of human beings without violating the spirit of the Constitution.” He estimated a total of 20,820 personal hearings with 31,814 decisions made: “Many of these decisions had been examined several times, the second and third time by different members of the Board, and in the last resort by the Chairman himself. Appeals had been treated with the maximum possible indulgence. In the first instance the Organization had already rejected less than two per cent of those persons who claimed to be refugees. Of that percentage, one-third of the decisions had later been reversed.”44

These statistics remind us that only a very small percentage of DPs were ultimately rejected from the IRO mandate; many of those found eligible by the IRO, particularly in its later “softening” phase, were definitely dubious. Despite our knowledge of the Holocaust today, which has influenced popular memory of the aftermath as a time of official reckoning and collective sympathy for the Jewish genocide, there was little of this in evidence offstage from the international trials of high-profile war criminals. “For most Europeans,” wrote Judt, “World War Two had not been about the Jews (except in so far as they were blamed for it), and any suggestion that Jewish suffering might claim pride of place was deeply resented.”45 In the face of this neglect, IRO eligibility officers and the IRO review board stood out for the fact that they were continually required to acknowledge and arbitrate this history, actively collecting and sifting evidence about wartime governments, partisan politics, collaborationist networks, and Nazi decrees, information that was then used to assess each applicant before them. However, they were not immune to the generalized lack of understanding “on the ground” when it came to Jewish survivors who did not necessarily fit the correct stereotype: in many ways, they were complicit in furthering a kind of official blindness. Michael R. was a Russian Jew from Kiev who had left Russia in 1927 for Berlin, where he had worked steadily as a circus acrobat, earning his living performing in variety shows throughout Germany. He had had to conceal his identity as a Jew, he told his interviewer, but now that the war was over, he wanted to join relatives in the United States, where he had intended to go originally, before getting stuck in Germany. His interviewer was unmoved. “His original motive in leaving Kiev 21 years ago was to settle in the United States so he qualifies as an economic migrant,” the decision of his IRO officer reads. “Moreover petitioner not only suffered no persecution during the war, but appears to have done very well for himself.”46

It was unusual for non-Jewish DPs to refer explicitly to the crimes of the Holocaust, and references were usually opaque. Typical of this was the case of high-ranking Lithuanian officer Juozas C. Found to have lied about the fact that he had applied for, and received, German naturalization, he appealed his exclusion from the IRO in a letter to the review board. He had gone to Germany in 1941, he explained, with his wife and four children but was coaxed back to Kaunas in 1943 by friends, who “encouraged me to come back home and to join a labour battalion. At the same time I received a call and invitation from official Lithuanian departments [sic] to enlist in such a battalion. These labour battalions consisted exclusively of Lithuanians and did not hold arms. They only had spades and other tools, repaired roads, bridges and so on, only in Lithuania.”47 Yet labor battalions of high-ranking officers not only carried spades; where they did, it was usually spades and clubs that were used in the mass killings of Jewish men in Kaunas, while Germans looked on.48 This type of deflection of wartime activities, however, was typical, reproduced as acts of heroism in the fight against the Russian oppressor: “I have not sinned against the Western powers by working in these battalions and I have caused them no harm, if anything, it was for their benefit,” Juozas C. wrote. “Am I guilty for having protected my family and my small children from Russian slavery and death? Am I guilty for having loved my country and my people?”49

There was one exception to this obfuscatory language, and that was in the denunciations of fellow DPs by one another in which overt references to the murder, deportations, and theft of Jewish people are frequent. Denouncing fellow DPs became so ubiquitous a practice in the latter period of IRO operations that IRO officers dubbed it the “DP sickness,” even likening it to a physical disease. “Denunciations became a general physical sickness of DPs as a consequence of camp life” is penned by an official across the front of a letter originally written by a female DP denouncing her estranged husband.50 As chapter 2 explores, for U.S. and British welfare workers and IRO officers, denunciations were proof of a generalized mental malaise among the DPs, evidenced by a long list of other, more visible manifestations of social breakdown and moral decline: fighting, sexual promiscuity, high rates of divorce, lack of hygiene, juvenile delinquency, and maternal neglect, to name a few.

The other common form of the denunciation letter, of one fellow national against another, provides the historian with a new source for addressing a question that has preoccupied scholars of the Holocaust for some time: How much did people really see or know? When Polish villagers made throat-cutting gestures to the Jews as they passed by in trains on their way to the death camps in Claude Lanzmann’s explosive documentary film Shoah (1985), viewers were shocked.51 But since then, the issue of the “bystander” in the Holocaust has received growing attention, complicating the victim/perpetrator dichotomy that dominated the legal, political, and intellectual approach to the crimes of the Holocaust in the decades of the aftermath. These denunciations, crafted with an eye to the categories that could guarantee a fellow DP’s exclusion from the IRO mandate, reveal details about what people knew and about their knowledge of local perpetrators. In other words, DPs knew the activities that constituted war crimes and collaboration, and could expertly exercise this knowledge if necessary.

DP eligibility was defined not only by personal history but also by gender and familial ties, and a significant section of this book explores the experiences of women and children who were often left exposed by their legal and social coupling with men and families. The notion of the individual as the cornerstone of a new international refugee regime after 1945 is often understood as a victory for democracy and the rights of the individual; but even if the concept of the individual claimant was gaining ascendancy in international law, this was not how the process was experienced by many refugees themselves, unless you were male, or single and unattached. The majority of women were not unattached, and even when they were, they could still be assessed according to distant male relatives. This was because, as IRO officers were often reminded, “keeping the family together” was considered paramount to the stability and well-being of the DPs as much as it was for the future stability of Europe. Policy was uniformly directed toward this goal in all areas of DP welfare.

The distressing spectacle of orphaned and kidnapped children, the desperate searches for loved ones by survivors in the face of shocking numbers of dead, the apparent degeneracy of female DPs, the high rates of juvenile delinquency and violence among many young people with little regard for authority or discipline after surviving the war by their own wits—all of these issues associated the DP crisis as a crisis of family above all else in the minds of Western observers and intensified Western efforts to rehabilitate and protect the family. Yet these rehabilitation efforts affected DP women and children differently than men at the level of seeking recognition of their status as DPs and the benefits of welfare assistance or resettlement overseas this entailed. Chapters 3 and 4 examine the experience of the DP family through the lens of DP women, as single women and as mothers, and the “unaccompanied” DP child. Although “women and children” were often conceived of as one category in humanitarian work, an emerging emphasis on the “best interests of the child” meant that unaccompanied children received significantly more attention. In this context, the label of the unaccompanied child often carried its own strong connotations of an abandoning mother. Some women and children resisted the legal and social hegemony of the family in the DP world and fought back against a family paradigm imposed on them by the institutions that were meant to provide protection and rights. There are also many instances in the archival record in which individuals sought to distance themselves from the problem of family ties for the purposes of gaining entry to the status of legally recognized refugee and, more importantly, for migration.

In many ways, the DP family was more a postwar fantasy of Western humanitarianism, often failing to live up to its imagined reality. High rates of divorce, bigamy, and unwanted pregnancies were frequently reported. But this imagined, or desired, DP family was also a creation of the new restrictive instruments of immigration practiced by resettlement countries in their recruitment of DPs to the West. This is nowhere more apparent than in the exclusion of family members who were considered disabled or unfit for entry to countries such as the United States, Canada, or Australia. “No country,” wrote Margaret McNeill, one of the Quaker relief workers stationed in Germany after the war, “seemed prepared to give asylum to the aged and helpless DPs, who were now conveniently termed in official jargon the ‘hard core’—a singularly inept phrase to apply to shaky old women, patients wilting away with TB, and haggard armless or legless youths.”52 This often meant that families were forced into drastic decisions to leave members behind in Europe, including children. This history, explored in chapter 5, forces us to both reevaluate the project of family restoration that stood at the center of efforts to revive the shattered societies of defeated Europe and rethink the popular myth that eugenics ended with the defeat of the Nazis. While the breakup of families is a relatively well-known consequence of Nazi Germany’s policies of forced labor, population transfers, and liquidations, there has been far less recognition of the ways in which Western governments furthered these separations through immigration policies that remained closely linked to eugenic principles.53

The ability to claim an individual history of persecution may have been central to refugee rights after the war, but when refugees spoke about their desire for “freedom,” they were also participating in an older conversation about the right to emigrate, a conversation that had been developing since the turn of the century in the context of mass migration from Eastern Europe to the “new world.” Tadeusz Borowski described the first year after liberation: “At that time we longed to emigrate, and all four of us dreamed of nothing else but to escape as soon as possible from the ghetto of Europe to another continent where we could study in peace and get rich.”54

Tara Zahra has shown that freedom was long associated with mobility in American political culture, and the great wave of Eastern Europeans migrating to the United States in the first half of the twentieth century had contributed to the making of a modern American identity that hinged on notions of free movement and free labor. The “great departure” of millions of emigrants from Eastern Europe since the 1880s, she writes, “helped to define the ‘free world’ in the twentieth century.”55 The Cold War breathed new meaning into these associations. The “free world” became understood in terms of its opposite, the Communist “slave world” behind the Iron Curtain, behind which people were trapped, “unfree.”56 DPs frequently invoked a right to freedom and the right to leave Communist Europe for the West in the same breath. If anything was absolutely unique about this postwar moment in the history of the refugee, it was that refugee status became intimately associated with the right to mobility and, ironically, given that economic migration was becoming a category of exclusion in refugee definitions at this time, the right to a better life. “I don’t ask for care,” wrote Arnolds M. to the IRO. “I request only the rights which will give me the possibility to emigrate from Germany and to build a new life in a free country.”57

Australia does not often figure in accounts about DP resettlement, except in books by Australian historians.58 This myopia on the part of American and European historians about Australia’s role in DP emigration out of Europe mirrors the same myopia of DPs themselves, who, if they did not already have relatives there, had often not heard of Australia or did not see it as a good option for migration. If they did, it was often as a last resort, after their attempts to reach other countries had failed: America was the promised land. Pettiss told of how one of her assistants, fielding DP inquiries at a makeshift information bureau at a busy Munich transit center in mid-1945, described their questions to a reporter from Stars and Stripes: “The Jews asked very few questions: the Lithuanians, Estonians and Latvians wanted to stay.… The Poles wanted to find national committees or to organize political groups, or get married and be assured of a wedding cake from the Deutches Museum kitchen; the Italians wanted to go home; the Yugoslavs and Romanians wanted to stay; everyone wanted to go to America.”59

Two years later, Hulme described 1947 as “the despair year for our DPs, their year of door-watching with all eyes focused on the tight-shut portals of the United States while iron curtains clanked ominously all around, in Poland, Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia.”60 One Lithuanian father examining the options for escape told his family, “America is today, Canada tomorrow, Australia the day after, New Zealand—God Knows when!”61 Australian migration officials were already active on the ground in postwar Europe, keen to recruit DPs for their mass reconstruction program at home, where manual laborers were sorely needed, but they had to work harder than most missions to attract numbers. Indeed, Australia engaged in a vigorous campaign to attract the “cream of the crop” of young, fit, preferably fair-skinned DPs, competing with other resettlement countries with notably better-known profiles. Very few of those who did go to Australia listed it as a first, second, or even third destination of preference on their screening questionnaires.62

Eventually, over 170,000 DPs arrived in Australia by the end of the decade, second only to the numbers of DPs who went to the United States. In its short life, the IRO resettled well over a million people between 1947 and 1951, of which more than three-quarters went to four countries: the United States took 329,000 after it legislated its DP Act in 1948, Australia’s intake was over 170,000, and Canada settled 123,000. Israel resettled 132,000 Jewish DPs. The European states received 170,000 DPs, the largest intakes being by the United Kingdom (UK), then France and Belgium.63 The role of the Australian intake, in breaking the grip of a “White Australia,” has often been noted in celebratory national histories that describe this period as the beginning of the moment in which Australia went from being a country “more British than the British” to becoming a multicultural nation. But Australia, like other countries that sought DPs for “muscle-building” initiatives, strictly policed the types of refugees it admitted, and this impacted Europe’s refugees and the IRO in significant ways. Hulme watched on as “country after country reaching in for its pound of good muscular workingman’s flesh” slowly transformed the camps. With each departure, she wrote, “you could see the camps aging and growing sadder as the old people, the cripples and the ailing would be left behind, with the masses of children of the too-large families that were seldom selected and most often were not even qualified to apply.”64

These “resettleable leftovers” became known to the world as the “hard core,” those Hitler’s war had ruined beyond repair. “One of the toughest problems Adolf Hitler and his lieutenants left to the free world to solve has been the care and resettlement of the displaced persons unable to work,” reported the New York Herald Tribune in November 1951, describing the multitude of “blind, disabled, tubercular and mentally sick people” left to languish in DP camps in Germany.65 Considered too damaged, too unwell, or too dangerous to be risked as new citizens and workers, they were the ones no country would take. In reality, however, alongside the sick, the aged, and the handicapped, this group included single mothers, unaccompanied children, and large families; petty criminals, professionals, intellectuals, and political activists; the literate and the illiterate; and thieves, bigamists, and liars. It also included a large number of Jewish DPs, for whom repatriation was untenable, but who were also regarded with suspicion and disdain by Western resettlement countries. Fears of a Jewish influx of refugees were fueled by a prewar xenophobia that had not diminished, despite the new knowledge of the horrors of the Holocaust. Australia was foremost in its exclusion of Jewish DPs. From the moment the country began accepting DPs, it erected new barriers to Jewish entry in immigration policy.

The final chapters of this book chart this history of transition by DPs out of Europe to Australia, a country far enough away from Europe to be either detrimental or beneficial to would-be emigrants. Chapter 6 examines the case of Gregor Lach, a Russian who had concealed his identity to the IRO and was subsequently “discovered” by Australian intelligence officers to be a Communist. He was deported back to Germany, joining a number of other deportees from resettlement countries, among them “mental returnees,” who had failed the expectations of their host countries. Getting deported was also one way that unhappy DPs could leave Australia and get a free return trip to Europe. Others who came to Australia as part of the IRO resettlement initiative frequently left family members behind, either in the DP camps or behind the Iron Curtain. Not all of them were keen to be reunited: as chapter 7 shows, Australia’s distance from Europe made it an easy place to disappear.

This book joins a steady industry of scholarship about the aftermath of the Second World War that addresses the importance of the “DP moment” in the development of humanitarianism, child welfare, refugee law, Zionism, and collective/nationalist identities. This is a relatively new turn: the classic texts of DP history were originally written in the wake of the end of IRO operations.66 Over the next four decades, this history largely disappeared from public memory. After 1989, scholars began to revise this neglect, to historicize this period in terms of the continuities between prewar and postwar patterns of statelessness and to rethink the role of the DP in the construction of refugee knowledge and Cold War politics.67 There is little doubt that this period marked a turning point, particularly in the fields of human rights and refugees. Perhaps because our own period is seeing the reentry of old Cold War divisions alongside the international growth of the far right, the revival of old fears about ethnically or racially nonhomogeneous nations, and the strengthening of metaphoric and actual walls against refugees, historians have returned to the 1940s, “before the Cold War froze borders, ethnicities and national identities.”68 The millions of displaced then, as now, appeared at the epicenter of a world in flux.

Many books have influenced my own, but I will mention only a few here. Gerard Daniel Cohen’s In War’s Wake followed Mark Wyman’s pioneering book DPs: Europe’s Displaced Persons, 1945–51 to examine the IRO chapter in this postwar history.69 Cohen’s work reminded readers that the fact of one million refugees in the heart of Europe preoccupied world leaders, influencing the way in which the Cold War played out on the European continent, the rise of the United Nations and secular humanitarianism, the growth of American dominance in international aid, the evolution of a modern human rights movement, and, importantly, the development of immigration policies in the West. Tara Zahra’s exploration of the “lost children” of postwar Europe similarly educated readers about the phenomenon of orphaned and separated children after the war, which became the catalyst for a host of policies and practices that centered on the importance of the family for the reconstruction and future stability of Europe.70 Anna Holian’s book about the politics of the DP camps, which became divided along national lines, has also furthered our understanding of the emerging politics of anti-Communism in postwar Europe and shown how, by mid-1947, the anti-Communist explanation had effectively displaced National Socialism in the minds of the Allies for refugee status.71 The Jewish DPs have equally received widespread attention. Indeed, Michael Marrus’s pioneering early work The Unwanted followed by Atina Grossmann’s Jews, Germans, and Allies, located Jewish refugees at the center of the refugee experience in postwar Germany.72

My own research builds on this important canon. I have paid particular attention in this book to the encounters between DPs and the authorities, in the context of the development, and experiments, of initiatives in this period for the “rehabilitation” and management of refugees. What I have also endeavored to do is take this history forward to make sense of the new worlds that DPs first imagined and then, as new migrants, inhabited. It is the first social and cultural history to break down the temporal walls historians have tended to construct around the Second World War’s aftermath, to show how the long reach of the aftermath stretched well into the late years of the twentieth century for families from Europe and across the world. Its major contributions lie in its emphasis on an intimate history of DP interactions, its attention to family, its deep temporal framing, and its inclusion of Australia as a case study for the story of European displacement. China, and in particular the foreigners who found sanctuary in Shanghai, is another important locus of research, thus extending our understanding of the global reach of European displacement after the Second World War.

In her book Tear Off the Masks!, Fitzpatrick builds on Rom Harré’s notion of “file-selves”: “the selves or accounts and histories of selves that are documented in bureaucratic files labelled with the person’s name.”73 This has definite application here. The files of DPs created by the IRO, and various other agencies operating in Europe at this time, documented personal data as well as influenced present circumstances and future opportunities. Fitzpatrick is speaking here of Soviet file-selves, usually added to at different times during a person’s lifetime; but in assessing the DP records of the IRO as well as those of other organizations operating in postwar Europe, it is a useful theory of analysis. DPs’ personal histories, as they presented them to the authorities, constituted a type of file-self rather than real self, tailored to meet the questions and requirements of DP eligibility. It did not necessarily make them all untruthful. Nor were these static files. Many changed, added to, or rewrote their histories in response to negative assessments by the IRO; these file-selves continued to evolve in their new countries of resettlement. Tracing these file journeys constitutes a significant portion of the primary research for this book.

There is also the issue of language. It was rare for DPs to speak English or even good German, and equally rare for their IRO interviewers to speak the first language of their interviewee. Instead, they often relied on interpreters found among the DPs themselves, or in the case of the review board, English translators for the numerous petitions they received from DPs. This hidden army of multilinguists often had to wrestle with the kind of bad German penned by a native Pole or Latvian writing in his or her second, third, or fourth language. It has left its own imprint on these files, so that one is constantly reminded that the “real” voice of the DP is always at yet another remove from the historian working with DP records.

This book is a work of history concerned with the present. The techniques developed by the West for controlling, classifying, and managing DPs in what Cohen described as a “refugee nation”74 in the heart of occupied Europe has had enormous ramifications for “the modern institution of asylum.”75 We now face a refugee crisis the magnitude of which has surpassed the staggering numbers of the postwar era for the first time. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees recorded an unprecedented 59.5 million individuals at the end of 2014 who had been forcibly displaced worldwide as a result of persecution, conflict, generalized violence, or human rights violations. Since then, this number has well surpassed the sixty million mark. This book is about the first modern refugee crisis of the twentieth century over seventy years ago, but it is particularly salient for today. It is an urgent reminder that refugees too have a history, something that historians have been slow to point out and politicians quick to silence. Never before has there been a more important time for historians to tell this story.
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TELLING THE TRUTH IN POSTWAR EUROPE


The debates around how to conceptualize persecution, guilt, victimhood, and the refugee after the war were not only conducted in courtrooms, in the pages of law books, in lofty conference halls, or in rooms of parliaments. They were also argued in makeshift rooms in displaced persons (DP) camps, many of which were only recently the sites of concentration camps or army barracks of the Third Reich; in the interviews of refugees by screening officers; and in the pages of carefully penned petitions DPs sent to the International Refugee Organization (IRO) review board seeking what they commonly referred to as “justice.” They manifested in furious scribblings in the margins of application forms or interview notes by IRO officers questioning the wartime accounts of DPs or each other’s decisions. They continued in the informal semijudicial tribunals held by the Geneva-based IRO review board, members of whom periodically traveled on circuits throughout Germany, Austria, and Italy to hear appeals by individuals against negative eligibility decisions.

The question of truth dominated these encounters. Gerard Daniel Cohen quotes one bewildered IRO official, who asked: “How to discover, within this enormous flux of uprooted beings, the authentic refugees and displaced persons?”1 It was a daily problem: screening officials were constantly instructed to be on the lookout for whether a person was telling his or her own truth or simply an acceptable version that could get him or her through the process. This situation was compounded by the suspicion, correct as it turned out, that there was a flourishing underground industry in writing petitions and forging documents in the camps. Piotr P. was denied DP status by an irate IRO officer who underlined his frustration: “He knows nothing of the contents of the appeal which was signed by him, but was obviously written by someone else without regard to true facts.”2 Similarly, Zofia R. had concocted a “gruesome” story about the murder of her father and the deportation of her other relatives to Siberia, when, in fact, previous statements she had signed showed that she had been living in Warsaw with both of her living parents for the entirety of the war. “It should be pointed out,” her interviewer noted, “that her appeal is typed and worded on the same paper as a number of other appeals and is obviously insincere.”3

The practice in deception had been going on since the time of the United Nations Rehabilitation and Repatriation Administration (UNRRA), as Rhoda Dawson, a British welfare officer, recalled. Secrecy surrounded the screening process from the beginning. “We were forbidden to explain the reason for it,” she wrote, and it quickly became seen as a threat by the “muddled, neurotic people, who immediately saw in it another threat of forced return to terror.” DPs who were screened were also forbidden to reveal the contents of the questionnaire to other DPs who came after them. “But after a fortnight,” Dawson writes of her first encounters with screening in the Polish DP camp where she worked, “two men were seen to come into the room with the answers already written down. In another camp members of one group undertook to learn one question off by heart, after which a class was held secretly.”4 Susan Pettiss, a welfare worker in Munich, similarly found the extent of “underground maneuvering” going on among the DPs depressing. “They have learned to live by their wits, have learned all the answers so that we find it difficult to know who is a DP and who is not.”5

Truth was indeed a precious commodity in DP Europe, the only thing many felt was theirs left to trade. “I am an old father,” wrote one. “My son was refused DP status because of me and because of my guilt. It happened the first time in 1947 when we both went for screening—I insisted that he should only tell the truth, without attempting to hide the real date of his arrival in Germany, i.e. 1939, and I am the guilty one because he could have given any date he chose.”6 Dates were important. Arriving in Germany in 1939 would have signaled to the IRO screening officer that Vladimir, the son, had willingly come to Germany for personal gain, rather than by force, thus immediately marking him ineligible for IRO assistance. To claim otherwise, according to the IRO official reviewing his case, was a “manifestly untrue statement.” Others such as Nikolaj E. resorted to the truth only after his life story was exposed as a fabrication. “As the Board has sent me a negative reply to my application for IRO assistance, I am forced to tell the truth which I had concealed up till now,” he wrote. He had lied “out of a sense of duty as a husband and father” to his wife and son, and “because I was anxious to obtain independent work, and that, as you know, is bound up with departure from Austria to countries which are in a position to give such work.” E.’s two appeals were rejected by the IRO, leading him, in another letter, to beg that his case be reviewed so his family could leave Europe. “The wish to place my family life on a normal human basis became an obsession with me,” he confessed. “It has too often happened in my life that I have lost the things to which I was most strongly attached, and I cannot let myself endanger my own health and, consequently, the life of my family since they give my existence all its meaning.”7

This exercise in arbitrating truth frequently occurred in the encounters between IRO jurists and DPs contesting their decisions to exclude them from Allied support. The IRO review board was created in late 1947 to allow individuals the right to appeal IRO rulings made by eligibility officers during screening interviews. Many of the board’s decisions were annotated in the IRO Manual for Eligibility Officers, to assist with the multitude of new and unusual cases that increasingly confronted interviewers. That the review board existed was evidence of the attempt, in this period, to instill professionalism and due process in the vetting of refugees, and it quickly became the most significant cog in the IRO’s judicial machinery.8 At the time, it was justifiably recognized as innovative. “From a juridical standpoint,” wrote an international law scholar in 1948, “here is the most interesting institution created for the displaced persons.”9 The numbers employed in the board were small—at its height, it consisted of a chairman, three members, four deputy members, one recorder, one case reviewer, and nineteen assistants and clerks.10 Their caseload, however, was comparatively large: as word spread about the possibility of appeal, individuals who faced the inevitable closure of the DP camps made every effort to have negative decisions about their status reversed.

DPs made their appeals to the IRO review board either in person, when the men of the board traveled on circuits of DP camps in Austria, Italy, and Germany, or in writing. These appeals and letters form an unusual written corpus of wartime experience by those caught up, willingly or unwillingly, in the machinery of Nazi occupation, be they ex-slaves or forced laborers, ex-prisoners or escapees, ethnic German fugitives, soldiers, resistance fighters, officials, or pen pushers with access to Nazi power. Their individual files often contain more than one appeal and more than one letter or petition: there was no limit to the number of appeals a petitioner could make. This meant that cases could be, and often were, revisited multiple times, as petitioners fought to convince the board that the IRO officer’s original decision against them was wrong. In the words of its chairman, Marcel de Baer, the review board “developed into an organ having the character of investigator, psychologist and judge.”11 Seen in this context, the achievements of the review board amid the chaos of postwar Europe were indeed phenomenal, if unsung, in legal histories since.

Often, this role of investigator and judge required significant flexibility. The lines between right and wrong, innocent and guilty, victim and perpetrator, were continually being redrawn by IRO decision makers as previously unknown facts emerged and old certainties foundered on the rocks of new Cold War realities. A handwritten page at the front of the review board file for Erik L. notes, for example, that his account and the documentation he provided to back it up “proves that in March ’43 there was a mobilis. for labour. Petitioner himself states that mobilisation for military service for men born in 1925 only began in Autumn 1943.” Added in brackets was the following text: “this statement has been put in Estonian information folder.”12 Such facts mattered. From 1949, men such as Erik from the Baltic states who had joined the army to avoid being court-martialed after the forcible mobilization order of 1943 could be found eligible; those who had joined voluntarily beforehand could not.13 As new facts added up, each carefully annotated and filed, they collectively began to resemble small pieces of a minutely detailed jigsaw puzzle rather than broad brushstroke facts of military outcomes. Although not of my own focus, for the military historian interested in the minutiae of war, they are a potential goldmine. In his appeal against a negative IRO assessment, for example, Nikolaus M. wrote a four-page letter in which he described how, as an ex–White Army officer of the Russian Army, he was exiled in Belgrade when the Second World War broke out. He joined the Russian Defense Corps (Schutzkorps), becoming company commander. Much of his letter, however, is a detailed account of its activities, its missions, its weaponry, and even the uniforms and insignia worn by its volunteer members.

The example of Vjekoslav M. is another case in point. M. was a thirty-nine-year-old mechanic from Croatia who was found to be a prisoner of war of the British between 1945 and 1947, after working as a civilian mechanic repairing engines for the Croat air force between 1941 and 1945. The first decision of the board, made on August 11, 1948, excluded him for “voluntarily assisting the enemy.” The decision explained: “The Croat section of the Luftwaffe was at that time composed of volunteers only, and it is evident, a fortiori, that civilians working for that section were engaged on a voluntary basis.”14 Over the next year, however, his case was taken up by a sympathetic IRO eligibility officer, Victor Tedesco (later to become a review board member), based at the Klagenfurt camp in Austria where M. was staying. “To say that he worked for the Croat Air Force is about as correct as the statement that an Austrian Mess Orderly at a G.I Mess in Salzburg works for President Truman,” argued Tedesco in a letter to Geneva, urgently requesting another hearing. He attached to his request the summary of his interview with the unfortunate mechanic, whom he described as “hardly erudite”:


M. was employed from 1932 till April 1942 by a textile firm Herakovic in Zagreb as a mechanic. After his return from the Jugoslav Army he found (a) job with the firm Krusnjak in a repair shop. The firm was later nationalised and had to carry out also the orders from the Croat Army. There he stayed till May 1945 when one day early in May several soldiers appeared in the shop and demanded from the manager four drivers. The manager detailed four of his employees, one of them being M. Those four drivers were ordered to go into an army store where they got four lorries full of food and were forced to drive them to Slovenia. Although M. refused to drive the lorry, he was eventually forced to do it, having been threatened by a pistol. Again, at Rogatec, Slovenia, he was asked whether he preferred to return home or to drive on to Carintia. As M. saw the soldier producing a pistol when asking the question he answered that he would drive on.



By the time he arrived in Klagenfurt, ten days later, the war was over. He went on to Tarvisio, “being unable to understand the position, and therefore going where anybody else went, not only the soldiers, but also civilians, women with children.” En route, he was captured by the British, becoming a prisoner of war until the summer of 1946, when he was told to leave because he was not a soldier. “He asked a colonel to let him stay in the camp because he had nowhere else to go.”

M.’s idiosyncratic story captures the experience of one man among millions, helplessly forced at gunpoint to accept decisions by people in power, powerless to refuse, inevitably caught up by the whim of fate in the enormous tide of human movement that ended, temporarily, in the DP camps of Germany and Austria. This was certainly how many chose to present their situation, and how others saw them, as a “demoralized, hopeless mass of stranded humanity,” in the words of one concerned UNRRA official.15 But this image of victimhood was not completely accurate. Missing from this picture was the DP’s own agency, exercised loudly and frequently, to the great frustration of the authorities. Refusal to repatriate was one of the strongest manifestations of this, and M. was similar to the great majority of Latvian, Lithuanian, and Estonian DPs who refused to go home. The final line of his interview transcript with Tedesco noted that M. “does not wish to return home and all the members of his family at home advise him to stay abroad.”

Moreover, there was still another matter to clear up: the existence of a tattoo on M.’s forearm. “But he has blood group work,” a handwritten note on a scrap of paper in his file reads, referring to the Nazi practice of tattooing an individual’s blood type, which was usually prima facie evidence of belonging to the Waffen-SS (Schutzstaffel). “Very suspicious.” Underneath, in another person’s handwriting, probably Tedesco’s, was a quick clarification. “He’ll be ready any time you can see him. There is no tattoo mark à la SS. He has an aeroplane and the date 1930 tattooed on his arm—hardly similar.” The review board finally met to reconsider M.’s case, over a year after his first appeal. This “very simple workman who is interested in nothing but engines” was finally declared to be within the IRO mandate as a DP. The following year, he went to Australia.

Direct access of refugees to decision makers was a novel part of the review board’s existence, and these encounters influenced the ways in which individuals were assessed: it was not only at the level of policy but also in these everyday meetings that, over time, a contemporary “persecution narrative” developed, crafted around common tropes of displacement and national loss, and inflected with Western ideas of truth, fairness, justice, and morality. As Jane McAdam has noted, persecution as a criterion for refugee status already existed well before the Second World War, tacitly and implicitly underpinning refugee definitions adopted by the League of Nations and subsequent bodies in the interwar period.16 But it found universal expression after the Second World War in the writings and interviews of DPs, and it was explicitly included as a reason for refugee status in the IRO Constitution of 1946. It was later rearticulated in the definition of the refugee by the United Nations in 1951.

A new “refugee identity” evolved in this period that was tied to a vision of a world partitioned along Cold War lines, divided between the old and the new, between unfree and free. In 1948, an article appeared in the American magazine Collier’s with the title “Unwanted.” “Shoved about like pawns in a game of international politics are a million and a half desperate people, Europe’s DPs. Their only crime was that they were brave enough to hold out for liberty; their only desire is to become useful citizens.”17 Frank Clune, an Australian journalist who wrote a book about his tour of the DP camps in 1950, described the DPs thus: “Every adult DP has made the choice between Communism and Freedom. That is why they are the DPs. They have preferred freedom, even at the cost of permanent exile from the lands of their birth.”18

DPs were just as invested as Western journalists in circulating these tropes, often dramatizing their victimhood status in decidedly Cold War terms. “Should I be blamed for not showing the willingness to ruin my life by returning home?” wrote one petitioner to the review board. “Is it your real opinion that I have no title to a secure existence in a democratic state and have to perish under the pressure of a cruel totalitarian regime?”19 Reading these files alongside the more familiar Jewish accounts of survival, what is striking is the conviction of persecution and victimhood in testimonies by those who were not the direct targets of Nazi genocide. Rather, it was the Soviet Union that was consistently impugned by the DPs as the principal perpetrator of terror, particularly following the Prague Coup of 1948. Claimants and appellants routinely described their displacement and their refusal to repatriate in terms of dramatic confrontation with, or tragic exile from, Communism. The IRO’s original mandate to refuse refugee status to those who were guilty of war crimes and Nazi collaboration, or who otherwise benefited from the Nazi regime, was significantly weakened and transformed by Cold War politics.

What is also clear from the review board files is that many regarded the war as a single chapter in a much longer history of movement between countries, either in search of work or as was more commonly expressed, in flight from Communism. Nikolaj E. was finally found to be within the mandate on his third appeal, but his case is telling for the way in which he accounts for his own displacement not as a result of the recent war but of the Russian revolution of thirty years before. Leaving Russia in 1920, he had first gone to Greece, where he had remained in exile for the next twenty years; at the outbreak of the Second World War, he fled to his brother in Yugoslavia, and thereafter ended up in Austria. Such accounts of multiple displacements were not uncommon, notably among Russians. Vasyl K. was accepted as a “World War One refugee from Russia”: he had left Russia in 1920 for Poland, becoming “a political fugitive wandering through strange lands.”20 He had spent twenty-two years in Bulgaria and in 1943 was deported to Germany as a forced laborer, from where he was sent to France to work on the railways, living in a workers’ camp in Cherbourg. Captured by the U.S. army in 1944, K. was sent to England as a German prisoner of war, much to his confusion, and in 1946 was released back to Germany, eventually sailing to the U.S in 1951.

Linda F. migrated to Australia in 1948. She also included her wartime experiences as just one episode in a forty-year history of exile and displacement. She was initially evicted from a DP camp in Germany after it was discovered that she was listed in official German records as having worked for the German Reich. In her petition to the board, she described how she had left Latvia on the day her son, born in Saint Petersburg twenty years before, was about to be deported back to Russia by the Red Army. “My escape into Germany in March, 1941 was to save the life of my son. My husband, of Russian nobility, a former Officer of the Tsarist Russian Marine, was sentenced to death in 1921, and only fleeing St Petersburg to Riga saved his and my life. I knew what was ahead for my son, if he were deported to Russia.”21 She went back to Riga in 1943 to escape an SS work detail and was evacuated back to Germany again a year later as a forced laborer. Such personal histories remind us that the refugee crisis of the 1940s was in the making far earlier than the recent war. As Zara Steiner argues, it could be dated back “possibly to the movement of Jews from Tsarist Russia to western Europe to escape the pogroms of the late nineteenth century,” or to the refugees created by the Balkan crises at the very start of the twentieth century, or, as the histories above illustrate, to the exodus of White Russians after 1917.22 One of the remarkable features of this history is that while the sheer numbers of displaced people gathered in one place made their plight visible after 1945, the authorities were quick to learn that individual stories of displacement often could not be contained within the neatly defined parameters of 1939–1945.

By the end of 1951, the board had delivered 36,742 decisions involving around 80,000 individuals, and given almost 22,000 personal hearings.23 Even as the end of the IRO’s existence dawned in late 1951, the board received more than 900 appeals in the month of November alone, and an extra 254 in December; by this stage, there was only one review board member and three clerical staff remaining.24 In his report to the General Council of the IRO, the chairman of the review board, de Baer, was at pains to point out the excessive workload the board had dealt with, not just in terms of volume but in degrees of difficulty. “It had been confronted with numberless adventurers, economic emigrants, deserters, collaborators, war criminals and fugitives from justice,” he wrote, “most of whom had forged papers, and all of whom claimed the status of political refugees.”25

The problem of forged papers, or, as was frequently the case, no papers at all, perplexed IRO officials. “There are refugees who cannot even prove their identity, since they became refugees,” de Baer reported to the eighth session of the IRO General Council in Geneva, referring not, in this case, to German nationals or collaborators but to Soviet citizens hiding in plain sight in the DP camps. The Allies had agreed at Yalta to repatriate all Soviet citizens in 1945 and had initially complied. But as anti-Communism gained prominence, Western officials began to resist forced repatriation efforts, making Soviet attempts to retrieve their nationals from DP camps harder and harder.26 By the end of the decade, the DP camps had become places to hide and harbor Soviet DPs, who, in turn, had begun to “reveal the truth” to IRO officers. “From fear of forced repatriation,” de Baer’s report continued, “Soviet Armenians had claimed Iranian citizenship; refugees from Azarbeijan and Turkistan, Crimean Tartars and Caucasians, claimed to be Turks; Russians claimed to be Polish citizens; and Kalmaks to be Nansen refugees.”27

As de Baer’s report indicates, national identity became a fluid and flexible construct as DPs sought to reinvent their ethnicities in a cat-and-mouse game with the authorities. A hierarchy of nationalities colored the entire DP operation of deciding who was worthy of DP status and who was not. Balts (Latvians, Lithuanians, and Estonians) were generally at the top. The bitter resentment by Baltic DPs of Soviet annexations of their lands gained ready sympathy by the Western Allies, despite the vigorous protests by the Soviets. The Poles, though they too objected to the Communist takeover of their nation, received less support from U.S. and British officials, who saw Poland in a different light, and “who often believed the Poles were refusing to return for economic rather than political reasons.”28 This changed over the course of the postwar years. Poles leap-frogged over other groups to join the Balts as deserving victims of Communism rather than Nazism. Germans, as we know, were excluded altogether, although Jewish Germans were occasionally granted a reprieve.

But it was the Ukrainians who posed the biggest dilemma, particularly those who came from Eastern Ukraine and would have been Russian citizens in 1939, but who now were determined to avoid being repatriated to the Soviet Union. There was, of course, no independent “Ukraine” before the Second World War; regardless, on questionnaires Ukrainians insisted on identifying themselves as “Ukrainian” or “Polish Ukrainian.”29 Those born in the old Soviet Union, for instance, also regularly claimed to be “Polish Ukrainian.” Ben Shephard outlines some of the countermeasures the DPs devised to avoid being detected by UNRRA and Soviet officials: “false papers, false identities, hunger strikes, appeals to higher authority.”30 Western Ukrainians helped their Eastern compatriots by giving them enough information to assume new identities as Poles, Czechs, or Romanians and by defending them in the face of hostile questioning:


The Ukrainian poet Radion Berezov claimed to have lived before the war in Vilnius, then part of Poland, and was elaborately coached in the street names, possible workplaces, pubs and so on of that city. UNRRA (and later the IRO) frequently relied on DPs as translators and these people were often able to mislead Allied officials as to a person’s place of origin. Another Ukrainian vouched for the “Ukrainian-Russian-Polish gibberish” a group of DPs were spouting: “I, not looking into the lieutenant’s eyes, confirmed that each of them spoke Polish.… He took it calmly, not showing any reservations, but at the end of the day he asked me not to return as he himself spoke Polish rather well.31



Hiding and changing national identities were common practices. As Sheila Fitzpatrick writes, at least three-quarters of the “last million” remaining in Europe after the forced repatriations of 1945 might have been “Soviet” by virtue of forced annexations, yet because of “systematic falsification of nationality, nobody knew exactly how many DPs were former Soviet citizens, Poles, Yugoslavs, and so on.” The Soviets, hell bent on the return of all their citizens, “constantly wrangled with the British and the Americans over the numbers.”32

Russians could claim to be “prewar refugees” if they had left the Soviet Union fleeing the Bolsheviks decades earlier, but this too proved to be a problem for IRO officials. This was brought into sharp relief in China after the war. The IRO was stationed all over the world, in forty-nine countries where Europeans displaced by the war had sought refuge, and this included an office in Shanghai. While Polish, Austrian, and German Jews who had found sanctuary in Shanghai on the eve of the Second World War were able to access IRO assistance, non-Jews, in particular the dominant majority of White Russians, struggled to gain recognition.33 Initially, the IRO was ambivalent about White Russians in China. Many had settled there decades before, or had even been born there, and could not really be viewed as living outside their country of nationality, or of suffering persecution in their country of origin. In August 1948, Leon R. appealed an earlier decision that had excluded him from the IRO mandate. “Petitioner is a stateless former Rumanian, 43 years of age, who in 1917 emigrated to Russia. Two years later he went to Harbin with many other Russian emigrants and since 1930 has lived continuously in Shanghai.” Illness now made it impossible for him to work, and he was requesting IRO assistance for resettlement in Palestine. Leon R. had fought with the White Russians, the interviewer noted, and therefore could be considered a prewar refugee. However, he had enjoyed steady employment in China until his illness: “Although unfortunate, he does not qualify as a bona fide refugee under IRO constitutional definitions, nor does he claim to have suffered persecution or any unusual inconvenience during the war years.”34

Things changed again with the Chinese Communist victory of 1949; the pressure for Europeans to leave became critical, and a series of U.S. media reports focused the attention of Western government officials on the plight of the White Russians, who were particularly fearful of forced repatriation. Now, White Russians were suddenly able to legitimately claim they were “refugees from Communism” and seek asylum in the West. By 1949, thousands of Russian refugees living in other Chinese cities had begun arriving in Shanghai, fleeing the Communist advance. The IRO head office for China and the Far East was set up in Shanghai, but offices were also established in Hong Kong, Amoy (Xiamen), Canton (Guangzhou), Foochow (Fuzhou), Swatow (Shantou), and Tientsin (Tianjin) to deal with the sudden workload of evacuations. Six thousand refugees were immediately sent to a makeshift refugee camp in Guiuan, on the island of Samar in the Philippines, under a special arrangement with the Philippine government, from where they went on to Australia, the United States, and other countries. When the IRO wrapped up operations and handed over its responsibilities to the office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), it was estimated that between ten and fifteen thousand European refugees, the majority of Russian origin, still remained in China. Some put the real number closer to twenty thousand. Of course, these numbers paled in comparison with the non-European refugees displaced within China by the Second World War, which were equal to about one-quarter of the country’s population, or ninety-five million. Although technically eligible for IRO and UN assistance, the Eurocentrism of international aid in the late 1940s and 1950s meant that, in reality, Chinese people were unable to access the kind of humanitarian assistance available for the relatively tiny numbers of Europeans in China.35

In the brief period between the end of the war and the dismantling of the IRO, definitions of DP eligibility loosened. The relaxing of official attitudes toward categories of exclusion occurring in the upper echelons of the organization filtered down to its eligibility officers, who were instructed to take a more “liberal” view of those previously rejected as potential collaborators and even war criminals. DPs were not blind to these changes and were often able to tweak their personal histories to obtain a more satisfactory outcome from the IRO. Jueri E. was initially accepted for DP status but was among the more than seven hundred thousand cases the IRO decided to revisit after it took over from the UNRRA in 1947, fearful that poor vetting may have led to unfair exclusions or, worse, questionable inclusions.36 He was subsequently found to have lied about his wartime activities. In his appeal to the review board, Jueri E. insisted that he had lied in 1946 to avoid being thrown out of the DP camp into the street “with no place to go and no food to live of [sic].” He was no Nazi, he argued, but a man of honor who had collaborated with the Germans only to rid Estonia “and the world” of Bolshevist domination, describing the 1939 Soviet occupation of his country as a history of deportations, liquidations, and terror. When Soviet Russia entered the war in 1941 against Germany, he was delighted, both for himself “and every one who was entitled to call himself Estonian” because it meant an opportunity to join with the Germans to get rid of the Russians. “The Estonian nation was in the position of a drowning man. But never does a drowning man ask, before he is dragged out of the water, what profession and the political creed of the rescuer is, nor does he jump back into the water if the rescuer does not prove to be blameless knight.”37

Jueri E. had only ever served in Estonia in Estonian uniform, never in Germany, he insisted. Yes, he had burned out the tattoo mark under his armpit, but it merely showed his blood type, nothing else. Notes in his file show that the review board was divided: his Cold War narrative of Soviet persecution had clearly struck a chord. “Because of the fine impression he makes, and because his SS membership appears to be doubtful,” the draft decision reads, “petitioner should be given the benefit of the doubt as an otherwise bona fide refugee.” But the board’s chairman, de Baer, was less impressed. The SS archives in Berlin were checked and clearly showed that after serving in the Estonian Army and then the Estonian “Selbstschutz,” Jueri E. had joined the Wehrmacht in 1941 and entered the Waffen-SS in June 1943, rising to the position of lieutenant. He had, the final decision again reinforced, “clearly and voluntarily assisted the enemy forces continuously from September 1941 onwards” and was not therefore counted within the IRO mandate.38

But “good impressions” and “benefit of the doubt” were important extrajudicial factors in these encounters.39 The IRO manual explicitly instructed officers that if an applicant had made an effort to obtain identity documents but was unable to, and “if his story is otherwise credible, he should be given the benefit of the doubt.”40 This had led, in the opinion of the board, to applicants believing that it was better to destroy documents or say they had none, and in the second half of 1948, at least 75 percent of DPs claimed they had no documents, a percentage out of all proportion with reality, according to the board. But it was often next to impossible to work out the truth or falsity of a claimant’s story if identity papers had been lost or discarded, or if an account of past actions proved impossible to check. In these circumstances, the impression a petitioner made on his or her interviewer, and “benefit of the doubt,” could sway a decision either way. Kesnia B., for example, made a favorable impression as “a simple and hardworking peasant girl” who was brought to Germany as a forced laborer from the USSR in 1942 and now worked for a German farmer from six in the morning till nine at night. Her first IRO interview had ended in her exclusion from the IRO mandate. Now, in her interview with the board, she was more forthcoming and better prepared. “Petitioner will never return to the USSR, even if she has to work hard, because she is afraid of the communists and will not give up her personal liberty. She spoke in a simple way, without the use of any stock phrases, and appeared to be sincere.”41 Kesnia was given the benefit of the doubt and reclassified as a DP.

As the case of Jueri E. above illustrates, there were clear fissures in style and approach between the members of the review board, and Marcel de Baer often acted as a brake on the tendency of his fellow members toward leniency. It is important to understand something of his background in this respect. De Baer became chairman of the IRO review board straight from acting as an expert legal witness at the Nuremberg trials: in the lead-up to the trials, he had assisted in identifying and preparing evidence for the prosecution against a number of war criminals, and although he has since received little, if any, recognition in the history books, he was also one of the principal architects of the international legal concepts of war crimes and crimes against humanity.42

An elite community of exiled lawyers from Allied nations was stationed in London during the war, among them de Baer, sent by the Belgian prime minister to participate in Allied preparations for dealing with the peace. It was during this period that the possibility of an international framework for a combined war crimes policy developed, and de Baer was at the center of these discussions. In late 1941, de Baer participated in a legal conference (which later became known as the Cambridge Commission) at Cambridge University, alongside several ministers of justice of exiled governments, judges like himself, and well-known university professors, including René Cassin from France and Hersch Lauterpacht, the latter made famous by Philippe Sands’s famous legal and family history of this period, East West Street.43 In fact, a paper de Baer prepared during the commission, “The Meaning and Scope of War Crimes,” influenced Lauterpacht’s fifty-two-page memorandum titled “Punishment of War Crimes.”44 De Baer chaired the subsequent London International Assembly, with many of the same participants, the main aim of which was to codify and define war crimes, formulate trial procedures, and pressure the British Foreign Office and its War Crimes Commission.

This hefty groundwork led to the creation of the United Nations War Crimes Commission, or UNWCC, in 1944; de Baer was elected to preside over its Committee on Facts and Evidence, one of the three principal committees of the commission. During its short five-year existence, the UNWCC developed definitions of war crimes under international law, and although it never had the power to prosecute war criminals, it remained an important fact-gathering body, listing nearly thirty-seven thousand offenders of war crimes and examining over eight thousand cases. Legal scholars have called this “one of the most creative periods in legal history.”45 De Baer would later claim that should an international criminal court to punish war crimes “become a recognised way of operating, it is to a large extent down to my own work”: “I was, I think I am right in saying, the first person during this war, to attempt to convert into reality the declarations of principle announced by Messrs Churchill and Roosevelt on the 25th October 1941, after which war crimes were to be punished.”46

De Baer brought this formidable knowledge of war crimes, and iron determination to prosecute them, to his position as chairman of the review board. As I sifted through the many hundreds, probably thousands, of cases he determined for the board, it became easy to identify his confident handwriting, his large rounded script in his signature green pen, and his exaggerated underlinings, question marks, and exclamation marks in the margins of petitions. They show a man who was tireless, principled, strict on the letter of the IRO Constitution, and perhaps more than a little frustrated at his presidency of a body without recourse to the kinds of powers of prosecution that he had advocated for in his earlier work with the UNWCC. The review board was both understaffed and, it seems, undervalued for most of its history. Despite the fact that the Allies were aware of war criminals and collaborators infiltrating the DP camps, the fact was that the board was never well resourced: at one point, the board had only two members making decisions on a vast number of appeals by petitioners, without even the time to write down the reasons for their decisions.47

The other men of the board appeared to bring solid background knowledge to their task, even without the legal training of de Baer, but they also brought their ideological convictions. Victor Tedesco, whose name appears on many decisions, was a student of history and political science who was born in Austria in 1909, moved to London in 1933, and, during the war, ended up working for the British Foreign Office in what appears to have been an intelligence position, according to his employment record.48 He first worked as an eligibility officer for the IRO in Vienna, before moving to Geneva to work for the review board. Vladimir Temneroff had no legal training. Born in Petrograd in Russia in 1901, he, like Tedesco, had also spent time studying in the West, earning a business degree at the University of Paris. During the war, he worked as supply manager for the Russian Refugee Children’s Home in Paris, and at its end, as an adviser to the British occupation authorities for the IRO in Munich, before being appointed to the review board by de Baer in September 1949. Both of these men, to varying degrees, were prone to a pro-American and anti-Soviet slant in their decisions and were usually more inclined to indulge “impressions” and give petitioners the benefit of the doubt than their more literal leader, de Baer.

De Baer’s commitment to the letter of the IRO Constitution and what he called “true justice” often saw him at odds with other members of the board. He was, as he himself admitted, unlikely to take people’s stories at face value, and this regularly brought him into conflict with his colleagues, who could be more easily persuaded or were more likely to subscribe to the subjective vagaries of “benefit of the doubt.” In a telling example, Ivan B. petitioned the board in 1948, describing how, when he was a fifteen-year-old in Herzegovina, both his father and then his uncle were shot by partisans; after witnessing his uncle’s murder, the boy had fled, leaving his sister and mother behind. Initially, B. was found ineligible because his objection to repatriation did not state clearly enough his opposition to the Communists or a fear of persecution. However, Alexander Bedo and Edward Kennedy, the two board members who heard his story, changed their minds. “The memory of the incident which caused him to flee is such that he cannot possibly remain in a place where he had lost everyone.… The boy is only 18 and it is possible that, not knowing IRO criteria, he considered that these facts would be all that IRO would require as valid objections.” It was clear to both Bedo and Kennedy that “whether or not he repeated the right formula a man with such a story must have valid objections if he is not insane.” Genuine fear alone, they believed, should be enough reason to object to repatriation.49

“I am sorry,” de Baer shot back. “I am probably a hardened old sceptic but as, by this time, I have heard hundreds of gruesome stories of fathers (killed by partisans under the children’s eyes) which were flatly contradicted by the same children’s former statements (or by statements of other members of the same family when heard separately) I do not believe them all as easily as I did in the beginning.” It was very strange, de Baer pointed out, that not “one word of this tragic story” was mentioned when he was first interviewed by an IRO screening officer, to whom he had told that he had left Yugoslavia because his uncle had taken him away with him. While he understood and shared Ivan B.’s “resentment against the gruesomeness of war,” this was not enough to warrant eligibility. “Rather than to let this child wander in the world alone I consider it would be far better for him to go back to his mother,” de Baer wrote with his characteristic bluntness. “I really cannot sign this decision as it stands. In my opinion the discrepancy between his story on interview (murder of the uncle before his eyes) and in his CM/1 form (left Yugoslavia to accompany his uncle) is too gross to be accepted.”50

The back-and-forth between board members in these files shows the level of attention to individual cases taken by the board, at least until late 1951, when only one board member remained. On a broader level, it reflected an ongoing conversation among a range of actors in deciding who deserved and did not deserve refugee status. But by 1951 these conversations were gradually grinding to a halt as the reasons for exclusion were watered down to accommodate more and more of those who would once have been categorically excluded from the IRO mandate. There were various reasons for this. On the one hand, there was an increasing desire within the IRO leadership to dissipate the recalcitrant DP hard core as the camps faced imminent closure. IRO officers were increasingly encouraged to give “liberal” rather than “literal” assessments. On the other hand, as mentioned above, IRO officials had gained a broader understanding of the wartime history of various nationalist militia groups, based on information they had not had in the early days of screening operations. “As the Cold War developed,” noted Louise Holborn, “there was growing appreciation of the fact that many persons might technically have collaborated with the Germans and yet were in refugee status.”51 Moral intention now took priority over bare facts when it came to assessing those who had assisted the enemy, much to de Baer’s disgust.

This followed a more general revision of the history of nationalist and right-wing organizations active in the Holocaust.52 Perhaps the strongest reason for the relaxing of the IRO’s official attitudes toward war criminals and collaborators had less to do with history and everything to do with contemporary geopolitics. After the Prague Coup of 1948, the Allied governments showed increasing reluctance to pursue allegations of war crimes or collaboration: the fast-developing Cold War was shifting their priorities away from the alienation of West Germany and toward its peacetime reconstruction. As David Cesarani explains, “By mid-1946 the British and the Americans were keener to promote reconstruction in their respective zones and to restore morale in the German population than to punish them and remind them of past misdeeds.”53 This extended to non-German collaborators as well. For example, those who had joined notoriously brutal militia groups, such as the Russian Schutzkorps, fighting alongside the Germans to oust the Soviets from Baltic nations, were able to revamp their identities as Cold War warriors and freedom fighters. “By 1950,” writes Cohen, “refugees deemed ‘imposters’ and ‘security threats’ in the days of UNRRA were now offered the chance to emigrate to Australia or the North American continent.”54

The increasingly relaxed attitude toward collaborators was not extended to ethnic Germans, who remained strictly excluded under the provisions of the IRO Constitution, even though many of them were technically refugees. Nor did it extend to economic migrants, who were disparaged as “opportunists” or “adventurers” by IRO officials. Young men were most often at risk of being cast in these terms by their senior IRO interviewers. Attila Z., a twenty-nine-year-old musician from Hungary, came to Austria in 1948 after he was punished for playing at American and British clubs in Budapest. He appeared, his interviewer noted, to be “a young man without conviction.” He was not a “real deserter,” but rather, he possessed “the youthful desire for adventure and is utilizing the present situation in Hungary to further this objective,” admitting his desire to get to Australia.55 Such cases, members of the board felt, risked turning the IRO into a “travel agency.”56 De Baer conjured an alarming image of young men traveling in groups across borders to secure IRO assistance to get to the West:


I have been concerned during the last few months by the increasing number of appellants who have been—quite rightly—rejected by the organisation as economic emigrants, deserters, young adventurers etc. After their rejection, they were evidently made aware of the reasons thereof, and exactly advised by other refugees as to what they should say or withhold in their application for appeal, in order to secure acceptance by the Review Board. Therefore, in their appeals, in order to secure acceptance, they invariably invoke political reasons, fear of persecution etc. However, on closer examination of the appellant, it often transpires that the appellant was living at home, working at his job in reasonably satisfactory conditions, when he heard of the existence of IRO and possibilities of emigration at the expense of international organisations. He had then decided to leave his home, family, his work, and his country, to seek fortune elsewhere. Usually these people do not leave alone, but with whole groups of friends. From the moment when they have crossed the border their fate depends on the mood of the eligibility officer who examines them. I know by experience that a large number of these people are accepted by IRO.57



Alexander Bedo, chief of the eligibility unit in Austria, also registered his disapproval of the “large numbers of young men” appearing in Vienna from Czechoslovakia and Hungary. “I interviewed these youngsters,” he wrote to IRO headquarters in Geneva, “and the impression made by them is that many of them of military age fled in order to avoid serving in the army,” although whether they simply wanted to avoid the army, or whether they wanted to avoid serving a political system they opposed, was difficult to ascertain. More young men were also crossing into Austria from Yugoslavia, and while most claimed to have left for political reasons, it was more likely they had left because of a food shortage at home. “In some cases they state quite frankly that they left for economic reasons.”58

The hard division of refugees into two categories of legitimate (political) and illegitimate (economic) embodied a new understanding of human rights, shaped by Cold War precepts “that explicitly privileged political freedoms and civil liberties over economic rights.”59 This distinction was decisive and momentous for the history of political asylum. Cohen explains that during the interwar period, the High Commission of Refugees (1921–1930) and the Nansen International Office for Refugees (1930–1938) saw no such discrepancy between “political” and “economic” refugees, instead recognizing that certain groups were collectively entitled to refugee status if they had lost the protection of their governments.60 Russians and Armenians were two prominent examples. But by the late 1930s, with mass exodus from Nazi Germany coinciding with economic depression, pressure from European countries led the League of Nations to determine that those seeking to leave Germany for “purely personal convenience” be barred from doing so. Yet, as Tara Zahra explains, this division between “economic” and “political” migrations was, from the outset, “unstable and arbitrary,” reflecting the political prejudices of decision makers and the whims of border officials. “These distinctions served, above all, to privilege certain groups of migrants above others in a brutal competition for visas, recognition, and humanitarian sympathy.”61

This was especially so during the period of the IRO, which, unlike the UNRRA, was in charge of the costly operation of resettlement of DPs across the globe.62 But while most have attributed the concretization of the political refugee / economic migrant divide to this period, Cold War ideological considerations interfered in the dying days of the IRO to turn the economic-political momentarily on its head. As the organization moved to close operations at the end of 1951, a more lenient view of agricultural laborers from the East, described as neo-refugees, emerged. A report by the review board, tabled at the ninth session of the IRO General Council, noted that the majority of appeals lodged in the period of July to December 1951 were by neo-refugees. “The fact that economic and political motives are often inseparable was duly taken into account. This simplified the process of screening the numerous Hungarian, Czechoslovak and Polish agricultural labourers who, fundamentally opposed to a collective system, sought a better future in the West.”63 This appreciation of the complexities of refugee motives was short-lived, and soon evaporated. By the 1950s, the political definition of the refugee had forever hardened.

De Baer’s opposition to the increasing Cold War politicization of definitions of war crimes and enemy organizations eventually came to a head, following the American decision to remove further categories of exclusion and relax restrictions even more. In 1951, those who had fought in Baltic SS units were made exempt from the American list of inimical organizations, and, to de Baer’s disgust, this was followed by another directive to make those who had fought in the notorious Ukrainian SS Galician (Galizien) division eligible for DP status. De Baer protested this strongly: he was well aware of the murderous activities of the Galician SS, which he had already singled out during his previous work gathering evidence for the UNWCC. In a letter, de Baer accused the director-general of the IRO, John Donald Kingsley, of violating the IRO Constitution by accepting members of the Galician SS (as well as men who had served in Vlassov units in France) and of creating chaos in the eligibility process. Unlike many of the Baltic SS units in which men had been conscripted, members of the Ukrainian SS Galician division had joined voluntarily, he wrote, and were “notorious for their atrocities” all over Europe. Each young man who joined had cited an oath, undertaking “to fight, at any time and unreservedly, without considering my personal interest, for the Nazi state and the Movement of Adolf Hitler,” de Baer wrote. “It is my imperative duty to call your attention to this state of affairs and to place my dissent on record,” he continued. “If I failed to do so, it would be inconsistent with my past as a judge and as chairman of the United Nations War Crimes Commission which listed the war criminals.”64 This also outraged famous Nazi hunter Simon Wiesenthal. “Where are all those thousands of ex-enemy Lithuanians, Latvians from the American Zone?” he wrote. “Where are the thousands [of] members of the Ukrainian division Galizien.… You have to know that all these people are now United Nations DPs; many of them live in IRO camps or have emigrated with the help of the IRO.”65 Wiesenthal and de Baer were in the minority. Despite his protests, de Baer was unsuccessful in having the decision reversed.

In 1951, de Baer was offered the position of chief of mission in Rome, representing the High Commissioner for Refugees, but turned down the post. According to his personal papers, the Vatican had sent a special messenger to Geneva to tell de Baer that he would “not be persona grata with the Vatican” if he accepted. In light of recent research, it is likely that de Baer’s unsympathetic attitude toward certain individuals being helped by the church at this time had displeased the Vatican. Gerald Steinacher has detailed the way the Catholic Church in Italy championed opposition to Communism and a determination to assist all Catholics, irrespective of their politics or their pasts. An undated manuscript in de Baer’s own handwriting records a meeting with the Austrian bishop Alois Hudal, the man since named as one of the key individuals in the Catholic clergy’s involvement in large-scale smuggling of SS men, Wehrmacht soldiers, and Nazi war criminals out of Germany after the war.66 I quote the entry by de Baer here in full.


The Bishop asked me whether I might find it possible to hear a few appeals from people in whom the Vatican was interested, and who had been turned down, quite wrongly, by IRO. Some of them, men from religious orders, had in fact been called to appear in the next four days. I said I would see what I could do and wished him good-bye with my respects to his Holiness. He left me a list of the people in whom he was interested, most of them were staying at the Convent of the Franciscan Brothers in Rome in the Via Sicilia.

To make a long story short, I found the list most suspicious. Many, instead of being given their full name, were listed as (e.g.) “Father Maximilien of the H. Order of Jesus” which made it impossible to identify them without further investigation. I later found out that many of them had false identities, had never belonged to any religious order etc. I was even told confidentially by an American member of the IRO office that one of the “priests” was no other than Ante Pavelic, the ex-Ustashi leader of Croatia.67



Indeed, de Baer had found himself confronted by one of the most powerful individuals involved in assisting Nazis to escape in postwar Europe. Hudal enjoyed special favors with the Vatican: a bishop since 1933, he was assistant to the papal throne and close to Pope Pius XII for many years.68 He was, Steinacher writes, “a key figure in the church network in Italy, who sympathized with Nazis and war criminals,” a man who fervently believed that National Socialism was Europe’s only hope against Bolshevism and who acted on his beliefs. Hudal himself had written that he felt obliged to help “the so-called ‘war criminals’ who are being persecuted by the Communists and ‘Christian’ Democrats” and who were “entirely innocent.” Among those he assisted to escape was the former commandant of Treblinka, Franz Stangl, who fled to Brazil. Stangl later described the way the bishop received him with open arms, telling him he had been expecting him.69 “The Vatican did not let loose [sic] sight of me,” wrote de Baer, explicitly linking Vatican intervention in his UN appointment in Rome to his encounter with Hudal. “Soon after that I was offered the post of UN ambassador to Indonesia, which I refused, and after that the post in Teheran, which I accepted,” de Baer wrote.70 The rest is another history.

Since the Second World War, telling a truthful story has become a mandatory requirement for refugee recognition and redress. Yet truth—in particular, historical truth—in refugee narratives is a heavily mediated and contentious notion, and narratives are not transparent renditions of reality. Marita Eastmond reminds us that “stories cannot be seen as simply reflecting life as lived, but should be seen as creative constructions or interpretations of the past, generated in specific contexts of the present.”71 Likewise, refugee narratives are informed by the political and social contexts within which they are called forth and which shape refugees’ lives. In fact, for an increasing number of asylum seekers today, their fate depends on their ability to convince skeptical hosts of their authenticity. Nowadays, we live in a culture of disbelief when it comes to refugee voices. This is not new. In postwar Europe, refugees battled to be recognized as legitimate. Eastmond recognizes that as “representation, rather than documentation, of reality,” narratives are not merely a reflection of lived experience, but “open up theoretically more interesting possibilities: for one, they make room for a more dynamic view of the individual as subject, acting in the world and reflecting on that action.”72

There was drama and performance in these encounters with the DP authorities of postwar Europe, countered by the constant attempt to impose coherence on the narratives of individual lives lived in epic times. The dominant narrative convention of the DP petition or appeal was the individual struggle for survival against the background of national catastrophe. But looking beyond the formulaic patriotism at work in some of these writings, it is possible to get a sense of the moment in which individuals of Eastern and Central Europe were beginning to negotiate new identities, as both exiles and emigrants, even as they sought to understand, and resist, the shifting politics of the deepening Cold War. It was a moment in which the displaced of Communist Europe could believe they had not one but multiple identities as patriotic exiles, as heroic survivors, and as legitimate emigrants. These documents also tell the historian something else in the quest to better understand the creation of the DP in the postwar era, because they are often just as revealing, if not more so, of the IRO gaze as they are of the DPs themselves. The review board’s notes, comments, and opinions in the margins make the IRO archive a novelty among official archives, where the deliberations and debates prior to a legal or political decision are often invisible.

Michel Foucault has written of chancing upon, at the Bibliothèque Nationale, an internment register that had been drawn up at the beginning of the eighteenth century, and in which were short descriptions (fragments really) of the criminal activities of those convicted and interned. A seditious priest, a fantastic usurer: Foucault described the documents he stumbled upon as short stories, or life poems. He wrote that he wanted the people they described to be obscure, “that they should belong to those billions of existences which are destined to pass away without a trace; that there should be in their misfortunes, in their passions, in those loves and in those hatreds, something grey and ordinary beside what is usually estimated as worthy of being recounted.” These life poems were made possible, he wrote, because of “an encounter with power”: his description, to my mind, is worth quoting in full:


Without this collision, doubtless there would no longer be a single word to recall their fleeting passage. The power which lay in wait for these lives, which spied on them, which pursued them, which turned its attention, even if only for a moment, to their complaints and to their small tumults, which marked them by a blow of its claws, is also the power which instigated the few words which are left for us of those lives: whether because someone wished to address themselves to power in order to denounce, to complain, to solicit, to beg, or because power decided to intervene, and then judged and sentenced in a few words. All these lives, which were destined to pass beneath all discourse and to disappear without ever being spoken, have only been able to leave behind traces—brief, incisive, and often enigmatic—at the point of their instantaneous contact with power.73
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“THERE HAS BEEN A LOT OF DIRT HERE”

Denunciations and Accusations


“A sample of the ‘DP sickness’—denunciations,” a note pinned to the front of the file of a displaced person (DP) reads, written by the director of the Jewish DP camp of Feldafing in September 1951.1 “Presently we were aware that a new indoor sport had been born among the DPs—the sinister game of denunciation,” observed Kathryn Hulme of her time as director of the DP camp Wildflecken.2 This “malevolent indoor sport” was evidence of the depths of human depravity to which people were driven as the waiting, bickering, and worrying about their futures dragged on. “You could not imagine such human blight, in those early emigration days,” she wrote, “when you wrote up your first footnote on frustration and believed that despair manifested itself only in one way, a quiet gentlemanly act of self-extinction involving only a single soul.” Unlike the “gentlemanly act” of suicide, however, Hulme thought denunciations self-serving and malicious. “We were wrestling with ghosts when we tried to trace the writers of the anonymous denunciations,” she wrote.3

This “new indoor sport,” evident everywhere to the men and women of the International Refugee Organization (IRO), followed a host of other maladies peculiar to DPs that were first encountered by the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) and other voluntary welfare workers in 1945. Francesca Wilson was one of the first to arrive in Germany with the UNRRA after the liberation of the camps. Wilson was an experienced relief worker, having been involved with Quaker relief programs since the First World War. But she articulated the shock of many UNRRA officers when she confessed that “at first it was hard to look on them without repulsion.… These people were the victims of more than famine, they were the victims of cruelty.”4 Their bodies were filthy, and their habits, the relief workers soon learned, were equally degraded. Elizabeth Bayley, who was in Germany as part of the British Quaker-led Friends Relief Service, found one DP camp, abandoned by a group of departing Italian inmates, “in the most revoltingly dirty state: I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything so sordid—Mother would faint on the spot.”5 These descriptions seemed particularly aimed at concentration camp survivors; Jewish DPs were typically associated with criminality and degeneracy in postwar Germany. Jewish DPs, wrote Susan Pettiss, “have been terribly difficult to help. They have been demanding, arrogant, have played upon their concentration camp experience to obtain ends. I saw rooms in our camp after they left—filthy, dirty, furniture broken, such a mess as no other groups ever left.”6 The weariness at the “concentration camp being used as an excuse for every kind of laziness and crime”7 was echoed by other relief workers, who found it difficult to relate to these experiences, and oscillated between infantilizing the DPs in their care and viewing them as psychologically damaged beyond repair.

The “regressive” and “childish” behavior of DPs seemed particularly extreme when it came to food. Hulme, confronted by a crowd of Polish DP demonstrators demanding access to a new consignment of Red Cross food parcels, suddenly “despised the insanity of international relief that imagined something could be done with this ruin in the human soul, so much more fearful than all the mountains of rubble strewn over the face of Europe.”8 Refusal to work posed another headache for camp directors and relief workers, though it was perhaps not surprising given that many had spent years in forced or slave labor. DPs seemed chronically apathetic—except when it came to engaging in black market activities or looting German property. They also appeared to have lost any sense of sexual decency or morality, particularly the women. The impressive number of babies being born was less a concern for camp officials than the number of abortions, or those “throttled at birth.”9

Denunciations were soon added to this list of negative DP traits. Most denunciations ended up on the desks of the IRO review board; the men of the board faced a formidable task when it came to trying to unravel the tangled stories and decipher the labyrinthine accusations and counteraccusations of their petitioners. Such work was rarely edifying. “There has been a lot of dirt here,” wrote Victor Tedesco to the IRO review board’s chairman, Marcel de Baer, upon reading and trying to make sense of one such case file.10 It was not only political enemies who denounced each other. Families also turned against one another. Husbands vilified wives who had run off with someone else. Wives denounced husbands and lovers who had abandoned them. Children denounced parents who had taken German naturalization during the war.

“I have just looked at it again and still feel he is not a bona fide refugee—the whole thing stinks,” de Baer raged in his notes on the case file of Dusan C. Dusan had fled to Italy from Yugoslavia after the war, together with his wife and stepdaughter, both of whom subsequently disowned him. His one-hundred-page file is thick with denunciations by him against others and others against him, by the end of which it is impossible to work out whether Dusan C. was a pathological liar, an innocent victim of fraud, or, according to him, the target of conniving women. Over the course of three appeals to the IRO, he is variously described as a poor husband duped and jilted by a wife who has lied about him in order to get rid of him so that she can emigrate to Australia with her boyfriend; a swindler and a crook; and mentally unstable. One screening officer forced to assess his case described it as “filled with incoherent, complicit, contradictory details, indicating an effort to exploit IRO by false pretenses and lies.”11

Despite the opacity of facts in many of these petitions and the headaches they posed for their assessors, denunciations did reveal one common truth: DPs wrote the kinds of accusations that they knew would receive a hearing by the IRO. In other words, denunciations did not exist in a vacuum: DPs knew the sorts of activities that constituted war crimes and collaboration and exercised this knowledge frequently and effectively to influence IRO decisions about them and their fellow DPs. Often this involved accusations of Communist collaboration. The politics of DP nationalism in the camps made for fertile ground when it came to planting seeds of suspicion. Old feuds, political and personal, made their way into the DP camps and were fought with the weapon of denunciation. Anti-Communists accused fellow nationals of Communist activities in their home countries, for example, but Communists also denounced their enemies for fascist activities during the war. In fact, as Janos C.’s example below suggests, denunciations often revealed an explicit acknowledgment on the part of non-Jewish DPs from Eastern Europe of crimes against the Jews, at a time when their home countries were actively silencing the truth of Jewish annihilation.

Janos C. first appeared before the IRO review board in 1950. He wished to emigrate to the United States and had applied to the IRO for help in his resettlement in January 1949, citing Communism as the main reason for his refusal to repatriate back to Hungary. The notes made by the screening officer at his initial interview recorded that this was a man of “high education and great deal of intelligence,” as well as a “positively political type.”12 But C., it was noted, had held a high-ranking role in the government’s Commissioner’s Office to Solve the Material and Financial Affairs of the Jews, a euphemism for the expropriation of Jewish property by the Hungarian government. Despite the “excellent impression” Janos C. made on the screening officer, the case was referred to his superior officer for another interview and C.’s application was subsequently denied, leading to the first of three appeals.13

Additional notes taken by the officer state that in the period of 1939–1944, Janos C. was concerned only with “duties of controlling and supervising alcohol factories,” which means that he was probably working with Albert Turvolgyi, who was responsible for the Aryanization of the liquor industry and had extensive experience in Jewish expropriation. Janos C. graduated to the Commissioner’s Office to Solve the Material and Financial Affairs of the Jews when it was newly formed by the Ministry of Finance in 1944. According to his interviewer, Janos C. explained his role as solely an economic expert, and that “he was only supposed to prevent appropriation of confiscated estates by incompetent (?) persons.”14 As we now know, the main priority of this office was the seizure of Jewish assets for the national estate. The Office for Jewish Property, as it became known, with C. as one of its senior officials, began its work in earnest in May 1944, sanctioning and enforcing the plundering of Jewish property across Hungary alongside the rapid ghettoization of Jews. The confiscation of Jewish property to the national estate was a long-held dream. The Hungarian historians Gábor Kádár and Zoltán Vági found that the appropriation of Jewish wealth was already being actively pursued by the Hungarian government well before the arrival of the German army and the takeover by the Arrow Cross.15 In the words of the Hungarian Holocaust historian Randolph Braham: “With Horthy still at the helm, providing the symbol of national sovereignty, the Hungarian police, gendarmerie, and civil service collaborated with the SS in the anti-Jewish drive with a routine and efficiency that impressed even the Germans.”16

The area for which Janos C. was responsible was Szombathely in western Hungary. Gyuri Sauer, who was fifteen at the time, described the roundup of Szombathely’s Jews in 1944. “On May 5th, a new law was proclaimed that required the Jews to move into the ghetto which consisted of two large city blocks east to west and a half a block north to south.” Those Hungarians who were living in the area designated for the ghetto were given Jewish apartments, from which the 3,500 Jewish occupants were given four days to vacate. As Erik Simpson recalls in his memoir, And There Will Be a Tomorrow: “To accomplish the move to the ghetto, the city government appointed thirty people whose job it was to go from house to house among the Jews and to make sure everything was done in the proper order. Furniture had to be moved into one or two rooms and small articles had to be taken down. An inventory had to be prepared for everything we owned. The authorities were very strict that we must not keep gold, money, jewelry or anything of value.”17

All of the Szombathely Jews were deported to Auschwitz, under Janos C.’s watch. Only fifty are thought to have survived. The Final Solution in Hungary was enacted with a speed and efficiency unrivaled in other Nazi-occupied countries, and one “that impressed even the Germans.”18 At a time when it was clear that the war was already lost, and when the realities of Auschwitz were public knowledge among the world’s leaders, Gyuri Sauer was among the more than 437,000 Hungarian Jews deported to the death camps. This was only made possible with the wholehearted support of the constitutionally appointed government of Döme Sztójay, in which Janos C. held a senior role, with the endorsement of the regent of Hungary, Miklos Horthy, and with the active assistance of local authorities. Sauer returned to Szombathely after the war to find that everything that his family had once owned was gone. He escaped across the border to Vienna and eventually made his way to the United States.

Janos C.’s file contains an astonishing eighty pages detailing numerous accusations against him: of embezzling Jewish property, including stolen Jewish jewelry; of being a well-known member of the Gestapo; and of deceiving women, not least his own wife, whom he allegedly sent back to Hungary so that he could live with his “so-called cousin,” as one of his detractors described with disgust.19 One lengthy letter was sent from Brisbane, Australia, which demonstrates how far DP grievances stretched in the postwar years. In this missive, Janos C. was described as cold-blooded, unscrupulous, and vindictive, a man who would stop at nothing to get revenge against his enemies in the Hungarian DP community. Janos C. retaliated with accusations of his own. His main adversary, it appears, was Bela T., a man who had actually worked under Janos C. in the Jewish ghetto in Szombathely. It was Bela, Janos C. alleged, who had refused to return valuables to Jewish victims after the war, a fact apparently reported to him by Bela’s own mother. During this conversation with Bela’s mother, “she told me that her son took away Jewish gold from a cellar in Szombathely and his she-friend defrauded it of him.” Such a lie, Bela T. retorted in his own letter, “not only puts me into a bad light with IRO but constitutes also a grave honor offence.”20 Affidavits for and against both men, by a range of authorities, litter the file: a former Hungarian general for Janos C., a Catholic priest for Bela T., and fellow DPs for one or the other. Trying to make sense of the web of accusations almost becomes futile: what remains is a lasting impression of political rivalry and personal vendettas, of competition over scarce relief resources, and of petty slander between men who were once powerful in their wartime roles.

In Janos C.’s opinion, these denunciations against him had very little to do with facts about the war, but were motivated by an extreme right-wing element in the Hungarian DP community who opposed his desire for a democratic Hungary. Janos C. had continued his aspirations to political leadership in exile, becoming the local representative of his area of Teisnach for the Hungarian Office based in Munich, one of a number of DP national committees in postwar Germany. Janos C. described Teisnach as “one of the most nazi-Hungarian/arrow cross people/infected districts” and that he was “permanently threatened to get beaten up, even killed by those who profoundly dislike my activity, the aim of which is to keep together the Hungarian refugees within the framework of the Hungarian Office, to help the democratical elements either to be resettled by the IRO or to keep them waiting as decently as possible for better times.” His own exclusion by the IRO for assistance rankled. Other antidemocratic “extremists” had been found eligible, while he, “who never did any harm to Jews—on the contrary helped them—and always was on the side of order and duty,” had not.21 The fractured politics of the Hungarian refugee community in Germany was replicated in other DP communities arranged along ethnic lines. Alongside the daily competition for scant resources, nationalist power struggles from the interwar and wartime periods were fought first in the refugee camps and then continued in the countries of emigration.

Claiming to be “on the side” of the Jews was part of a wider reinventing of collective memory of the recent past in Eastern Europe, and as Janos C.’s own narrative and those of his detractors show, Cold War politics quickly overshadowed the crimes of the Holocaust. The reference to his compatriots as Arrow Cross and Nazi-infected, whether true or not, nonetheless further indicates a degree of common knowledge at the time that it was the Hungarians who were involved in the Shoah, not just “the Germans,” as revisionist Hungarian memory would soon assert and continue to assert until today.22 Janos C. was successful in being granted eligibility as a DP after his three lengthy appeals and was able to emigrate to the United States. The decision, made by the French jurist Henri Tremeaud for the review board, described Janos C.’s testimony as reliable proof “that he did not take part in the persecution of the civil population,” further reinforcing the lie of Hungarian innocence in the Holocaust. A note at the front of Janos C.’s file reads, in de Baer’s characteristically blunt handwriting, “a huge file for nothing.”23

The accusations against Janos C. were not written by Jewish victims but by fellow nationals, exiled and in flight, who had congregated in Teisnach after the war. They expose a Hungarian DP community rent by cutthroat political factionalism and petty squabbling. But even more starkly, what they demonstrate is that in the late 1940s, Hungarian non-Jewish DPs were fully aware of the crimes committed against the Jews by Hungarians and used this information freely to incriminate each other. This is not how this history was being written into the official record. By 1948, Hungarian official memory was writing the Jewish experience out of the war altogether, as the Communist rereading of history began to take shape. Fascists became, before all things, anti-Communists, their enemies Communists, even if their victims appeared otherwise.24 Discussion or acknowledgment of the uniqueness of Jewish suffering during the war largely disappeared, and the statistic of the millions of Jews killed was revised as general war losses.25

In the rare instances that the mass genocide of Hungarian Jews was acknowledged, the non-Jewish Hungarians were mythologized as innocent bystanders. But as the letters in these files attest, those who were there were under no illusions about the crimes committed against the Jews by Hungarians, and could quite willingly manipulate this knowledge to their advantage. The apparent concern for Jewish victims in denunciation files appears even stranger when one considers that during the postwar trials held in Hungary’s “people’s courts” after the war, non-Jewish Hungarians displayed a notorious indifference when it came to trials specifically concerned with the deportations or murder of Jews. Journalist Geza Losonczy was present at the joint Endre-Baky-Jaross trial, three of the men most directly responsible for the Hungarian Holocaust. He expressed his disappointment in the “complete uninterestedness and indifference that the majority of the non-Jewish public manifests towards the case.” This was “not a trial on behalf of the Jews,” he protested, but “a trial of the Hungarian nation against its executioners.”26

Hungary remained resolutely attached to this historical blindsiding of the Jewish experience. As István Rév observed, the first state-sponsored Hungarian exhibition held at Auschwitz in 1965 articulated the official stance: of the 120 panels displayed, only 10 related to the fate of the almost half a million Hungarian Jews who perished there, despite the fact that around one in three Jewish victims of Auschwitz were from Hungary, and not one of the panels related to the murder of thousands of Hungarian Roma. Instead, the exhibition, like official Hungarian memory, “fell victim to the ideological war between Communists and anti-Communist Fascists.”27 This historical positioning continues to this day. The question of Hungarian complicity in the crimes against a significant number of its own people in the Second World War has yet to be asked.28

Jewish victims only rarely used the IRO to denounce Nazi perpetrators. The lawmen of the IRO could block a person’s application for DP status and refer the matter on to the military authorities, but beyond this they had no power to prosecute for war crimes. In one rather unusual and disturbing case, however, Jewish victims did come forward. Juozas Z. was initially excluded from IRO assistance in November 1949 because he was accused of murdering “two to three hundred Jews with his own machine gun.”29 Three statements, made under oath, were forwarded to the review board by the organization known as the Jewish Central Committee, in Munich. The claims listed in Juozas Z.’s file are as follows:

1)	that on 6th July 1941 he murdered 150 men in the property of Baldamas, one mile outside Kibartai;

2)	that on 12th September 1941 he murdered about 300 women and children, amongst whom were the two daughters of the author of the statement, aged 13 and 17;

3)	that sometime in June or July 1941 he murdered Judith Lewin, aged 18, Wdiomlanski Laizer, aged 45 and Jakob Jurzdiczki, aged 43, in a cellar in Kibartai.30

At first the board seemed to think the evidence against Juozas Z. was enough to warrant closer scrutiny. De Baer noted on the list of crimes, for example, that he saw “no conceivable reason why [they] should have made this charge falsely.” Yet despite the weight of these accusations, they did not translate into proper charges being laid against Juozas Z.—in fact, quite the opposite. On May 1, 1950, in response to a letter from Father Killion of the Vatican Migration Bureau in Geneva, requesting that Juozas Z. be informed of the crimes of which he was accused, de Baer sent copies of the three statements, with the Jewish accusers’ names included, to Juozas Z. In two short months Juozas Z. managed to amass an extraordinary amount of documentary evidence supporting his claim to be innocent of the charge of war crimes, including thirty sworn affidavits from the former residents of his hometown Kybartai, in Lithuania. He was further supported in this by Father Killion, who personally intervened on behalf of Juozas Z. and acted as his intermediary with the review board. The list of witnesses was impressive and included priests, lawyers, local councillors, and Red Cross officials. Reverend K., for example, a Roman Catholic priest who had lived in Kybartai between 1941 and 1944, wrote that to his knowledge, Juozas Z. “had nothing to do with the massacre and extermination of the Jewish people by the Nazis in Lithuania.” Similarly, Dr. J., who signed his statement as the president of the Lithuanian Red Cross, stated that Juozas Z. had “always been of democratic convictions” and that, again, to their knowledge, he had “never taken part in extermination actions against Jewish nationals.”31

“I can bring at any time eye witnesses,” Juozas Z. wrote in his letter of June 30, 1950, “who will prove that I was not present at shooting or persecuting of the Jews; just the opposite—in many cases I helped the Jews.” Instead, Juozas Z. insisted that it was he who was a victim of “downright lies and calumnies” by his Jewish accusers, one of whom, he claimed, he had given sanctuary in his apartment and lent a bicycle to visit the Jewish ghetto in Kaunas. Juozas Z. told the review board that he was in a prison in Kaunas, put there by the Soviets for his anti-Communist activities, and after his release on June 23, 1941, he returned to Kybartai on July 2 where he spent time at a neighbor’s house: he included her witness statement proving he was there the night the alleged atrocities took place. Another statement obtained independently by the review board was from a Professor Brozaitis, the former leader of the resistance in Kybartai. “Dr Z. has always been a great talker,” he told the board, “but never a man of action.” His animosity toward the Jews, Brozaitis explained, was because he had spent time in an NKVD (People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs) prison, “where some NKVD agents were Jews.” Brozaitis wrote that his “eccentricity” and his “peculiar mentality” (no doubt a reference to his anti-Semitism) were well known even before the war, but “all who knew him well were unanimous in their conviction that he was not capable of killing anybody.” Nevertheless, the notes of the interview concluded that Brozaitis could not quite give “a 100% assurance in favor of Juozas Z.”32

But without further information from the Jewish Documentation Centre the original decision was reversed, and on August 1, 1950, almost two years after the first appeal, Juozas Z. was granted his refugee status. De Baer, whose frustration had mounted against the lack of response from the Documentation Centre, wrote in his decision that he would have to consider its accusations of war crimes “frivolous or unsupported by satisfactory evidence.” The board noted in its review of his second appeal that it had waited many months and sent two reminders asking the Jewish Documentation Centre to act, but had so far received no reply. “You will understand that all persons are presumed innocent until they are proven guilty,” de Baer wrote to the Documentation Centre on May 11, 1950, “and if you do not confirm before the proper judicial authorities the complaint which you made to me, I will be compelled to disregard the latter.”33

But the irritation of the IRO review board toward the Jewish Documentation Centre, and the underlying suspicion that the claims it had made against Juozas Z. were unfounded, may well have been misplaced. In Justice Not Vengeance, Peter Lingens describes how the Jewish Documentation Centre came about. At the beginning of 1947, Wiesenthal left the American Counter Intelligence Corps, or CIC, which he had joined straight out of Buchenwald at the end of the war, to form his own network of some thirty young Jews living in various DP camps collecting material against Nazi war criminals. “The organization was really already in place, as in each camp there was a man with a typewriter and paper, who asked the ex-prisoners to let him record their experiences.”34 From there, Wiesenthal sent out records to all the authorities he thought should see them, including the IRO review board. As Lingens writes, there was nothing else like it in the midst of the chaos of postwar Europe, and the fame of the Jewish Documentation Centre grew. But despite its enduring reputation, and the impression authorities may have had of it as an orderly, well-staffed organization for gathering and disseminating hard evidence, it lasted only a short time. “The thirty helpers were soon to disperse: they were getting their emigration papers.”35 It appears that by 1950, when de Baer was sending letters and waiting for replies, Wiesenthal was essentially a one-man band. It is no surprise, given the staggering amount of work he was up against, that he was unable to respond to the review board in the time it demanded. Two weeks after the decision to exonerate Juozas Z., de Baer did receive a letter indicating that the documents he had asked for from Wiesenthal were, indeed, on their way. But for de Baer, this was too late: “Wiesenthal was warned on 11 May that such a decision would be delivered.”

Juozas Z. was successful in his emigration plans. As his 140-page file shows, the residents of towns and villages like Kybartai were far more likely to stand by men like Juozas Z. than they were to stand by the Jews, and they were also more likely to be believed by American and British soldiers, officers, and lawyers. Moreover, on the whole, American GIs clearly preferred the civilized industrious Germans over Jewish survivors, and this made it difficult for Jewish victims to come forward, let alone be believed.36 “The Americans were the victims of their totally mistaken ideas about the western part of the Third Reich: they expected savage barbarians, and they found people who looked like Americans, worked like Americans, and whose bathtubs and flushing lavatories were evidence of civilization. Surely these could not be the people who wove the hair of murdered Jews into mats.”37 To this picture can be added impressions given by men like Juozas Z. Moreover, the testimonies of Catholic priests and Red Cross officials in support of Nazi war criminals gave an added aura of authenticity to claims, by men like Juozas Z, of victimization. After the war, Red Cross officials did in fact help many escape overseas with forged papers, often in collaboration with the church.38

By 1950, the will to hunt down and prosecute war criminals was on the wane, and the famed “Nazi hunter” faced what Lingens aptly describes as “reluctant officials, archives lacking the necessary authority or hostile departments demanding ‘more details.’ ”39 Although he does not name the IRO review board, we could certainly include some of its members in the lineup of reluctant bureaucrats. The early search for war criminals was quickly overtaken in the late 1940s by the need to empty the camps of DPs, to facilitate DPs’ emigration, and to reunite families within a climate of intensifying Cold War politics. As I have already noted, indulgence toward petitioners increased as the IRO began to wind down operations at the beginning of the new decade, mirroring the new indulgence toward those suspected of war crimes. “The Review Board,” its annual report stated in late 1951, “had in fact gone to the limit to give succor to the maximum number of human beings without violating the spirit of the Constitution.”40 This meant leniency in cases that previously would have met with rejection. Wiesenthal himself described the case of one man, Stroncickij, accused of mass murder, who was captured by police on Wiesenthal’s information but released three days later. Stroncickij was a valuable source of information for the Americans against the Russians, Wiesenthal was told, and what he had done in the past was not of their concern.41 Stroncickij probably emigrated to the United States or Canada with a new identity provided for him by the Americans. As Wiesenthal was quickly learning, the Cold War meant that “the Allies had new priorities.”42

For Western observers of the immediate postwar period, Soviet Russia and Nazi Germany embodied a sinister culture of “mutual neighborly surveillance” well before a politics of denunciation became ubiquitous with the Stasi and other secret police services across the Communist world. Sheila Fitzpatrick has addressed the problem of denunciation in a rare scholarly discussion of the subject, noting that despite the contemporary associations of the act with regimes of terror, in particular the Nazi and Soviet regimes, denunciation “is a phenomenon of everyday life that exists in every society.”43 It is, moreover, a highly ambiguous practice, as Fitzpatrick explains, associated sometimes with acts of civic virtue and at other times with “acts of betrayal, motivated by venality or malice.”44 She describes how, in Soviet Russia of the 1920s and 1930s, denunciation took many forms: loyalty denunciations among Communist Party members; denunciations of “class enemies” by citizens about officials, or about abuses of power; and the far rarer denunciations of one family member against another. In contrast, intervention in the private sphere of family and community relations in Nazi Germany was practiced with ruthless ferocity. Children were encouraged to monitor and police their own parents’ devotion to the fatherland, and rewarded for denouncing disloyalty among their own family members. As Paul Ginsborg explains, children and youth became the target of a whole raft of practices that downgraded the authority of the family in favor of the state, and in both Nazi and Soviet societies, generational conflict within families was prominent. He quotes a speech Hitler gave at Kiel in November 1933, in which he stated, “When an opponent says, ‘I will not come over to your side,’ I calmly reply, ‘Your child belongs to us already.’ ”45

Robert Gellately, in his assessment of a collection of Gestapo files in the 1980s, also found, to his own surprise, that ordinary citizens who were known to the Jewish victims were in many cases willing participants in denouncing them to the Nazi authorities. “And so denunciations represent a potent tool of the system, used voluntarily by individuals for reasons of their own, from deeply selfish ones to ‘idealism’ and faith in racism. This was one of the main concrete forms that betrayal of the Jews—and others—took during the era of the Third Reich.”46

In some ways, it could be argued that DPs inherited a moral universe in which denunciations were a fact of life. Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia may be the obvious examples, but the collaborationist regimes of Eastern and Central Europe, from where the majority of DPs originated, were no less dependent on denunciations from citizens for the functioning of their bureaucracies. One need only examine the experiences of Jews in the 1930s and 1940s, betrayed by neighbors, friends, and acquaintances to the fascist authorities. Agnes Grunwald-Spier has cataloged numerous instances of Jewish families betrayed by people they had once trusted as close friends, colleagues, employees, teachers, and fellow students. She quotes Joachim Fest, who wrote about his father, Johannes Fest: “One of the most shocking things for him had been to realize that it was completely unpredictable how a neighbor, a colleague or even a friend might behave when it came to moral decisions.”47 The stories Grunwald-Spier recounts are all the more disturbing for what they say about how quickly those places Jewish families counted as home, often in small towns and villages where they had lived for generations, became unsafe precisely because of the closeness and intimacy of their social relations with non-Jews. Betrayal in these cases sometimes afforded the denouncer capital gain, though not always. For the Jews it usually ended in deportation, forced labor, and death. Those who returned often found their homes ransacked or occupied by people they once knew and their possessions stolen.

After the war, denunciations continued to be a fact of life in Soviet Russia. Soviet DPs who had either chosen repatriation or were forcibly sent home from the DP camps were also subject to suspicion. Returning citizens had to go through filtration, sometimes involving lengthy stays and interrogation in camps on the Soviet border, the purpose of which was to root out war criminals, collaborators and “anti-Soviet” elements. These individuals were punished by being sent to work in Gulags’ labor camps; however, as Sheila Fitzpatrick found, the number of those who were arrested and punished in this way was in fact relatively small, though even small percentages were enough to warrant alarm among those who may have been contemplating voluntary return in the DP camps.48 Usually, the problems for returning DPs came later, when they returned home. “The fact that the great majority of repatriates were not arrested on arrival does not mean that they returned to a bed of roses in the Soviet Union. There was plenty of scope for their ‘foreign’ connections to get them into trouble with local authorities and employers once they were home and to provoke denunciations from ill-wishing neighbors and colleagues.”49

Likewise, in postwar Europe it was not only political enemies and victims of the Nazis who made denunciations. Newcomers to postwar Europe’s refugees were often shocked to encounter denunciations among former friends and family members. Personal jealousies were a prevalent feature of life among Europe’s refugee communities, often manifesting in denunciations to the IRO.50 The stepdaughter of Dusan C., Maria J., initially appeared to cooperate willingly with the account he gave to the IRO of their flight from Yugoslavia to Italy. In her first questionnaire taken in the Cinecittà DP camp in Rome, dated December 1948, she describes, as Dusan C. did, how they escaped Yugoslavia in 1948 by boat, across the Adriatic Sea, to Italy. He owned a farm in the United States, and they wanted to emigrate there. But less than a year later, her story had changed. Dusan C.’s application had been denied by this stage, and as the IRO considered Maria and her mother part of his family unit, they too were rejected. Interviewed about her stepfather, Maria told the officer Dusan C. was a liar and a con artist who had abused people’s trust and stolen from them. He had lied about owning a farm in the United States. He had lied about his professional qualifications. Asked about whether Dusan had ever worked for an intelligence agency, as he now claimed, she apparently replied that she did not believe it, because for one thing, he could not speak any Western languages. “Dusan C. has never told me he was working as an agent from some western power. I would have laughed had he told me about working for such an organization, he is such a stupid man.”51

Yet her screening officer remained uncertain about whether to believe her, particularly as she now so easily showed contempt for the man who was supposed to be her stepfather. She was “a very intelligent person,” he wrote. “I cannot say whether she has lied or concealed something,” he continued, adding that “she is so clever a girl that would she lie she could act very well and fool anybody.”52 Unlike most other case files in the archives, hers contains various photos of her, all of professional quality, that show her dazzling smile and movie-star good looks. In December 1949, she married an Italian, making her an Italian citizen and therefore no longer the concern of the IRO. In any case, it seems that her application had been rejected, partly because she herself was denounced as a Communist by another DP in the camp.

Roman F. was another disconcerting case for the review board. Over a two-year period, he made three consecutive appeals to the IRO to have his DP status recognized, all of which were rejected. The IRO officer who first encountered him in the DP camp at Kiel, a Mr. Morrell, described why he had rejected Roman F.’s initial application. Roman F. had appeared “rather in a hurry,” demanding to have his identity card stamped as a legitimate DP. “I pointed out that he was not previously interviewed, therefore no stamping would be done without proceeding [with an] interview.” But after the interview, Morrell wrote, it was his opinion that Roman F. was not a DP who had come to Germany in 1945 for the first time, “and as well not a political refugee and has no valid objections (to returning to Poland), because the reason for his coming was that he lost his job classifying him rather as an economic migrant.”53 Roman F. was incensed and immediately demanded to see another officer to whom he could tell his story in Polish. No new facts emerged in this second interview, however, which simply confirmed the decision of the first. As wives were automatically given the same legal classification as their husbands, both Roman and his wife, Ruth-Regina, were thus declared ineligible.

According to Morrell’s report, Ruth-Regina immediately applied to be considered separately, “declaring that her husband treated her badly and that she proposes divorcing him.” Her request was granted, and she was subsequently found to be a genuine refugee on the grounds of German persecution as a Jew. Findings by the review board for her husband’s case, on the other hand, were damning, despite his lengthy petitions demanding justice and railing against the decision of Morrell, who had, he wrote to the board, taken away his life, his national honor, and now his wife, who was being used as a tool against him. Morrell, he wrote, was “sowing hate, laughing and mocking at me in conversation with her.” He wrote more letters, addressed to General Sir Brian Robertson, the acting commander of the British zone in Allied Germany, the British Parliament, and the queen of England, in increasingly desperate and hysterical tones. When these failed, he turned to denouncing his wife. It was, he wrote to the review board, on account of his ex-wife that he was in this position. “You shouldn’t suspect that I am wishing trouble for her as a revenge,” he wrote. But “I can hardly understand why she should be the good person and I the bad one only because she’s got ‘friends’ for help and I am without it.” He had decided to tell them the facts about Ruth-Regina, who had claimed to be a “Jewess” in order to be found eligible, while casting him in the role of “trouble maker” so that she could get to the United States with her new boyfriend. Firstly, he wrote, she was never in a concentration camp between 1942 and 1945 as she claimed, but only between 1943 and 1944. “I can prove it,” he wrote, adding that she had also never been in the Warsaw Ghetto: she had lied about this too.

And there was more. She had told the IRO that her entire family had been murdered in the Warsaw Ghetto. “The truth,” Roman F. wrote, was that none of her family was murdered: her father had died on December 28, 1946, and her mother was still living in Poland. “Miss Ruth-Regina L. (as she let call herself in Wentworf) was during all the war-time living in Warsaw as (a) Pole, playing a Reichsdeutsche on account of her German certificate of birth and old German identity card. She got there a good job, in the Reichspost Warsaw, and after that as a secretary in the German propaganda ministry.… She collaborated with German army officers in robbing Polish bombed houses, and that was the only true reason why she left Poland and got acquainted with me, a political refugee, to play a political one too.”54 But in the end, his attempt to sully the reputation of his wife backfired; it was Roman F. whom the IRO suspected of being a political imposter, concluding, in its decision, that he had had “the confidence of the Germans”;55 and while there was not enough evidence to label him a collaborator, his own account of his activities in Poland during the war was dubious. Three rejections later, Roman F. disappeared from the IRO files.

The reach of the DP sickness extended well beyond the borders of Europe. On July 5, 1950, Adolph Glassgold of the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee wrote to the acting chief of the Far East IRO, based in Shanghai, requesting that the case of Siegbert S. be reopened. S., accused of being an enemy collaborator, had been found ineligible for IRO protection as a DP. But Glassgold felt compelled to protest: Siegbert S. enjoyed a good reputation in the Jewish community in Shanghai as a “diligent, honest and a devoted worker in social causes.” The weightier reason for Glassgold’s intervention, however, was that the IRO decision to declare Siegbert S. ineligible seemed to be based “upon the denunciations of a certain Josefine L., a notorious and unsavory character who was known to be vindictive and without scruple.”56

The Siegbert S. case is interesting for two reasons. First, it shows the global reach of the war’s displaced, whose claims for protection came from across Europe, Asia, Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East. Second, it exposes the rivalries between Westerners in the foreign enclaves of wartime China, and their relationships with the Japanese occupation in 1940s China. In the case of Siegbert S., the evidence against him was damning enough in the eyes of the lawmen of the IRO review board to label him unworthy of refugee status and welfare assistance. In the end, Glassgold’s intervention was insufficient to change their minds, and as the case file thickened with evidence from both parties, even the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, perhaps the largest philanthropic organization for European refugees operating in the city, seemed tarred with the murky partisan politics of Jewish survival in Shanghai.

Both Siegbert and his wife, Frieda, were part of the cohort of more than eighteen thousand German-speaking Jews who had managed to escape to Shanghai in 1939—Siegbert from Berlin, where he was born and schooled, and Frieda from Vienna. At the beginning of the war, Shanghai had become one of the last places in the world open to Jews attempting to escape Nazism. Its colonial history as a city of extraterritorial enclaves and international settlements meant it was already home to a sizable European population of White Russians, British, French, and Americans. Its “open door” policy had ensured that the city was one of the most culturally diverse in the world, and also one of the most colorful, becoming infamous in film and literature for its violence, its glamour, and its intrigue. Bernard Wasserstein paints a vivid description of the port city as a place of “lurid vice, savage criminality and conspiratorial politics,” in which collaborators and war criminals would not have been out of place. Wasserstein’s Shanghai of the 1930s and 1940s is a place teeming with prostitutes, con men, gangsters, and tycoons, all of whom carried their own cultural politics. “ ‘White’ and ‘Red’ Russians imported their fierce mutual animosities from their homeland and perpetuated them in their exotic exile; German businessmen dutifully celebrated Hitler’s birthday at the German Garden Club but found to their dismay that they were outnumbered in Shanghai by the thousands of ‘non-Aryan’ German-speaking refugees from Nazi persecution; upper-crust ‘Shanghailander’ Britons rubbed shoulders with Baghdadi Jewish property tycoons,” and mixed among them were the pickpockets, cardsharps, mobsters, Russian “taxi-dancers” and Chinese “sing-song girls” who plied their trades in the city’s bars and nightclubs.57

Despite Shanghai’s reputation as the “Paris of the East,” by the 1940s wartime shortages and the Japanese occupation of the city meant grinding poverty for its local Chinese population and the recent refugees who had converged there. For Mara Moustafine, born in China to Russian émigré parents, “Shanghai was a city of extremes and contrasts: dire poverty and gross abundance; hope and despair; a place where everything could be bought and sold.”58 In 1942 Siegbert and Frieda S. were forced by poverty and regulation into Hongkew (Hongkou), the area where most Jewish refugees settled, becoming known as “Jewish Town.” Conditions there were dire. They lived in a room in a building supplied by the Shanghai Ashkenazi Community Refugee Association, together with hundreds of other increasingly destitute refugees. A 1945 report by UNRRA estimated that almost fourteen thousand European refugees, most of them from Germany or Austria, were crowded into unsanitary and squalid conditions, dependent on whatever relief was available.59 For much of the war, Siegbert S. worked, according to his own statement, as both a German teacher of several Japanese students and later as a sales manager for a Japanese sausage factory. As Glassgold explained in Siegbert S.’s defense, this was not unusual. “In view of the bitter fact that many refugees had to seek employment with the Japanese in order to survive,” he wrote, “I am not persuaded that Mr S.’s activities were any more collaborationist than theirs.”60

But according to his accuser, Josefine L., he was not only a teacher but also an informer. She told the UNRRA representative, and later the IRO, that Siegbert S. had denounced her as a British agent to the Japanese military; this accusation resulted in her imprisonment and torture for forty-two days at a place called the “Bridge House,” the interrogation center used by the Japanese military (Kempeitai). Siegbert S. denied this, insisting that although he had certainly interacted with the Japanese in his position as a tutor, he had never worked as an informer. He was forced to teach Japanese students in order to survive. Rather, he wrote, it was Mrs. L. who was known to be a “blackmailer and an informer” herself, and involved in shady business dealings. For her part, Josefine L. wrote numerous letters denouncing Siegbert S. and others she accused of Japanese collaboration, including Boris S., who had since gone to Argentina; Rudolf M., who had since died; and “an Indian,” who had since been repatriated to India.61

In the end, neither Siegbert S. nor his accuser, Josefine L., were thought to be particularly trustworthy. “I think that the people on the spot know much more about this man than we do, and that his defense is very weak,” Marcel de Baer wrote to his colleague in Geneva, Victor Tedesco, about Siegbert S., before firing off a memo requesting more information from the “people on the spot.”62 He was rewarded by a letter from the chief of the IRO Far East office, Joseph Liao, which informed him of an older UNRRA military investigation into both parties. Siegbert S. was clearly not to be trusted, denounced not only by Josefine L. but by two others as well. His possession of a special pass with access to prohibited areas under the Japanese occupation was alone “prima facie evidence of collaboration,” and UNRRA had found him to be a “Japanese Collaborationist” who had “sent many people to the Bridge House.” Another confidential memo dated December 1946 from U.S. military intelligence stated that Josefine L. was a “Japanese agent” believed to have “framed people” and “sold phoney letters of credit,” receiving money from the Japanese because of information she supplied.63 In 1950, Siegfried and Frieda S., who were some of the last refugees to flee Shanghai after its occupation by the Chinese Communists, left for Naples. From there, they went to Germany and applied, from the Jewish DP camp of Föhrenwald, for assistance to emigrate to Argentina. Rather reluctantly, the IRO granted them passage in 1951. Josefine L. and her husband, meanwhile, emigrated to Palestine.

Cases of collaboration with the Japanese army continued to appear on IRO desks in Shanghai and Geneva throughout the postwar period. Laszlo S., for example, was a Hungarian Jew who had left Budapest in 1937 and worked his way through Bulgaria, Turkey, Greece, Egypt, and Iraq before arriving in China in 1941 and setting up shop as a real estate broker in Shanghai. After the war, he was charged with collaborating with the Japanese. He was tried in the Shanghai High Court and sentenced to two years and six months’ imprisonment. But he was able to appeal the decision, and in January 1947, China’s Supreme Court rewarded him with a full acquittal. S. was subsequently able to emigrate to the United States, with the help of the IRO.64

Serge W. was not so lucky. A Russian by birth, who had fought with the White Army in the Ukraine, he was among the wave of White Russians who left the Soviet Union in 1919. He escaped to Galicia in Poland, where he remained until 1931, becoming a vocal advocate for Ukrainian independence. From there he went to Danzig, and finally to China in 1937, settling in Shanghai in 1939, where he continued to agitate against the Soviets. He edited a fortnightly review called The Call of the Ukraine for a short time in 1941, in which he was discovered to have expressed support for both the Nazis and the Japanese. The review board decided against allowing him any kind of assistance and dismissed his attempt to “hide behind the cloak of Ukrainian nationalism,” instead accusing him of assisting the enemy with his writings and alluding to the fact that he had always had employment under the Japanese occupation.65

Leaving aside the task of uncovering the truth of these denunciations, most of which are impossible to ascertain, there is value in these records for recognizing the deep trauma, hostilities, disunities, and suspicions that governed both displaced families and displaced communities in the immediate postwar era. As Hulme found, these were just as often provoked by petty jealousies of DPs who were accepted for emigration by those who were not, and could quickly escalate. “Like a grey web spun out of their own suspense-strained bodies, denunciation of those who got through by those who had not yet, caught hundreds of DPs in their final flight,” wrote Hulme. “Any denunciation—oral, written, signed or anonymous—was seized upon and treated like top-secret business, as if every grey filament in the web could be traced straight back to the Kremlin.”66

Denunciation practices by DPs can also reveal an “unstudied point of contact” between individual DPs and the Allied authorities that reflected a set of ideas about the war, guilt, complicity, and justice, on the one hand, and about loyalty to family, to their immediate displaced communities, and to the nation, on the other.67 Their case files add to a social history of the DP experience in postwar Europe and to the ways in which DPs also participated in the construction of notions of guilt, victimhood, innocence, and justice in relation to the Holocaust and the Second World War.
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HOUSEWIVES AND OPPORTUNISTS

Categorizing DP Women and Wives


Sometime in late 1950, Vilma L. sat down and penned a letter to First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt from the barracks of the displaced persons (DP) camp of Paderborn in postwar Germany. “Maybe you are more or less surprised at receiving this letter because of its author,” the letter began in a tone of wry self-deprecation. “I expect you can hardly believe that it is sent to you by a Latvian DP in Germany.”1 Vilma had taken this step, as she informed Roosevelt, because she and her children had lost their case with the International Refugee Organization (IRO) for refugee status on account of her husband’s activities as a German collaborator during the war. She appealed to Roosevelt’s maternal instincts: “I am a mother myself and the last occurrences have put the responsibility upon me to think of the future of my children and myself,” she wrote. “You yourself are a mother therefore, I believe that you will understand my audacity to apply to you and I even hope to meet your justification in this case.”

Juris L., her husband, had had his claim for IRO protection and his status as a DP stripped from him upon the discovery that he had joined the Latvian Legion against the Soviets, after quickly rising through the ranks of the Nazi secret police in Latvia. He had lied about this in his application, claiming to have spent the war working as a driver in Riga, but this fiction was uncovered by a security check. For Vilma, the accuracy of these accusations against her husband was beside the point. What mattered was the injustice of her and her children’s punishment, when they had suffered their own persecution under the Germans, having been deported for forced labor from Riga in 1944. “Not discussing the question of whether my husband has or has not voluntarily joined the Legion, and whether it is a sufficient reason to declare him being eligible for IRO assistance or not,” she wrote, “I and my children have been sent to Germany for forced labour. It is the more curious even now we are persecuted and we are deprived of IRO care and maintenance.”2

Vilma’s problem was not atypical for women and their children in postwar refugee Europe. Women were rarely assessed on their own merits if there was a living male relative. Instead, most women and children were defined as “dependents” and grouped together under the head of the family, in most cases defined as the eldest living male relative. This meant that many women and children were denied DP status when the head of the family was found to be outside the mandate of Allied protection, which could lead to eviction from a DP camp and loss of humanitarian assistance and, in turn, homelessness and penury for DP families forced into a broken local economy. It also meant losing the possibility of a free passage to the West.

Such thinking relied on a longer Western political tradition that shaped the modern legal institution of marriage, which itself served as a form of political governance. As Nancy Cott explains, a man’s civil and political status consisted of, indeed relied on, his being a husband and a father, with the responsibility of his dependents in the household unit. “Under the common law, a woman was absorbed into her husband’s legal and economic persona upon marrying, and her husband gained the civic presence she lost.” The dependency imposed by marriage extended to single women too, who, as potential wives, were also often “treated as lacking civic independence.”3 In modern times, this also included citizenship: upon marriage, a woman assumed the nationality of her husband (if she came from somewhere else) yet without the full rights of citizenship that this conferred on men. This legal and political approach to marriage was part of the fabric of postwar attitudes toward men, women, and children and was reflected in gendered notions of legitimacy and illegitimacy, deserving and undeserving, that structured decisions about who was entitled to refugee status and who was not.

This is often overlooked in the scholarship, which has tended to focus on the rise of the individual in international refugee law and human rights without recognizing the ways in which firm ideas about the family and gender roles influenced the processing and outcome of claims of entitlement to protection for men and women. Theoretically, the shift toward the individual and away from the minority in defining refugees after the Second World War meant that people were no longer assessed according to their association with a stateless group, but rather on the basis of a convincing individual narrative of persecution and political objection to the regimes from which they had fled.4 The notion of the individual as the foundation stone of the new international refugee regime after 1945 has been celebrated by human rights ever since. But herein lies the problem for the historian, because even if the concept of the individual claimant was gaining ascendancy in international law, women were still categorized according to a male head of the family, even if that happened to be a distant relative.

The restoration of the family, which Western reformers believed had been broken by Nazism, was part of the overall strategy for restoring the stability of Europe in the minds of the Allied welfare workers and officials. Nazism had sought to destroy the family, it was argued, and therefore its restoration would be Europe’s salvation. Added to the assault by Nazism was the now-looming threat Communism posed to the private sphere. “In the West, particularly in the United States, Austria, Germany, and Great Britain, liberal democrats, Christian leaders, and anti-Communists tended to define the evils of totalitarianism specifically in terms of its alleged destruction of the family.”5 The spectacle of thousands of orphaned and lost children on the European continent after 1945 became the most evocative and distressing symbol of the destruction of civil society, and the remaking of family life became its antidote and the solution for a stable world.

Between 1945 and 1952, the United Nations Rehabilitation and Repatriation Administration (UNRRA) and then the IRO jointly led the “relief and rehabilitation” of Europe’s displaced millions, importing an army of internationally hired relief workers, including doctors, nurses, social workers, psychologists, teachers, and a range of other professionals.6 The vast majority of these were of British, American, and French origin. When the IRO took over, most of its fieldworkers were Anglo-Americans who had previously worked for UNRRA, among whom British welfare specialists far outnumbered Americans. IRO fieldwork staff numbered around 1,450 (from previous figures of over 5,000 under UNRRA). At its peak, this increased to 2,877 in 1949; this figure, however, did not include the other 3,200 employees on the IRO books at this time, known as “local staff,” often qualified DPs working in various roles in the camps.7

Many of the British and American welfare workers were women who had grown up during the Depression era and came equipped with firm beliefs about the benefits of self-help and self-sufficiency. Transforming these ideals into practical programs meant a radical expansion of the meaning and scope of humanitarian aid: beyond the basic necessities of food, clothes, and shelter, DPs were now entitled to health care, recreational activities, sport, education, language and vocational training, and counseling. Women and the family were particular targets of the new welfare. Alongside efforts to reunite and rehabilitate families, social workers focused on schemes to rehabilitate women as wives and mothers—as a response, in part, to the fear that women and girls had been profoundly defeminized by their wartime experiences and were in need of urgent domestic educating. Postwar relief was acutely gendered in postwar Europe, and social workers often viewed DP women’s maternal and feminine “instincts” as particularly damaged by the war and forced labor, often describing them as little better than brutalized animals in terms of hygiene, domestic skills, or appearance.8 Homemaking classes, for example, became a particular focus of rehabilitation schemes in the DP camps to assist women in their reinstatement in the family space as mothers and wives, as did lessons in how to apply makeup or dress more femininely.

The ideal refugee family, then, was modeled on the assertion of a male authority figure presiding over a domestic sphere inhabited by female and child dependents. This was well captured in the film Mike and Stefani, a neorealist film shot on location in the DP camp of Leipheim in 1949. Only partially dramatized, the film centers on the experiences of one Ukrainian family, separated by war, reunited in the DP camp, and eventually after living five years as DPs, selected to go to Australia. The film’s most dramatic and revealing scene occurs toward the end, when the family are interviewed by an Australian selection officer named Grant. They sit nervously in front of him, waiting for the “interrogation” from the “so dry, so serious” Australian official. He begins by instructing the interpreter, also present, to ask Mykola, the head of the family, about his schooling, his tertiary education in Poland, and his profession as a civil engineer. The three-way interchange is almost comical: the interviewer continues to translate the questions for both Grant and Mykola, even as Mykola attempts to respond directly in English, one of the five foreign languages he already speaks. Eventually, he does break through, overriding the interpreter with a passionate speech about freedom and the “right to live.”

But before he does, Grant wants to know about Mykola’s wife, Stefani. She tells the interpreter she has completed five years of elementary school and eight years of high school. “Now, has she any trade or profession?” Grant asks. “Yes, actually I am a housewife now,” she answers in German. “She is working at home,” the interpreter interprets. “She’s a domestic, a good housewife now, ha?” Grant declares triumphantly. Yes, she says in English, smiling coyly at Grant. The film, financed by the Australian government, was made to pacify an anxious public about the mass migration of non-British migrants from Europe’s DP camps. The reference to this demure, blond, blue-eyed housewife as a “domestic” functioned to both align foreign migrant families with postwar values of Australian society and, at the same time, distinguish the foreign migrant women from their Australian counterparts. The term “domestic” carried economic as well as social connotations, arising as it did from an earlier period when households had domestic servants. In this context, Stefani is identified as the “unwaged” housewife, but also as the unskilled nurse or “domestic” in Australian institutions or homes on a bonded migrant labor contract.9

This gendered model of the family not only was acceptable to Western migration agents but fed directly into the ways in which the refugee family was conceptualized within the emerging legal framework of human rights in this period. In the years between the end of the war and the formalizing of a definition of the refugee in 1951, the family, with a male authority figure at its head, became the principal unit through which individuals were organized, screened, and processed as refugees. As discussed in chapter 1, for the millions of displaced in postwar Europe’s DP camps, the first step in gaining protection as a refugee was the interview, generally conducted within the confines of the DP camp. The IRO Manual for Eligibility Officers included a section on dependents. The manual explicitly acknowledged that the IRO Constitution did not mention dependents: it considered persons as falling within or not within the IRO mandate according to their claims as individuals. But, it crucially added, “for equity and administrative convenience, it is necessary to regard families as being the basic units of the Organisation’s concern when it is a matter of determining who is within the mandate.”10

What this meant is that, as a general rule, members of a family would fall within the mandate only if the head of the family did. The reason for this approach, the manual explained, was that “on social grounds it is the desire of the Organisation to reunite families or keep them united, and that (particularly in respect of German wives) nationality becomes questionable after marriage to a refugee and that in consequence such wives should benefit from IRO protection.”11 As long as they were not war criminals, the manual stipulated, German women who married a DP in the postwar years could thus acquire the citizenship of “DP” with the benefit of welfare and potential resettlement in the West.

The IRO Eligibility Officers manual makes explicit mention of German wives because this scenario was something that IRO officers encountered quite a lot. Historians have discussed the high rates of illicit “fraternization” between American GIs and German Fräuleins, and between female DPs and male relief workers, both of which caused enormous headaches for the military authorities.12 Alongside these was the phenomenon of German women having relationships with male DPs, including Jewish DPs, which fast became a recognizable feature of the postwar landscape. There were various reasons for these relationships, including a desire to “live in the moment,” but chief among them was the simple fact that DPs offered access to scant resources, including food and cigarettes, while German women offered sex. One Jewish survivor wryly noted that most such relationships between Jewish DPs and German women were driven by “a mixture of revenge and the desire to taste the forbidden fruit.” But there were also, he admitted, cases of “deep reciprocal feelings,” in which, quite simply, “a man and woman met and fell in love.”13

DP women who married German men, however, lost their IRO eligibility for the same reasons as German women gained it by marrying DP men. The case of Emilia L. was one particularly thorny example of the dilemmas this could pose for the IRO review board. Emilia L. had acquired DP status after the war but lost it when she subsequently married her German boyfriend in 1948, automatically inheriting her husband’s German citizenship. She appears to have met her boyfriend, Franz S., in Latvia, and fled with him to Germany ahead of the approaching Soviet forces in 1944. They had a child together, making this her third, after two sons with her first husband. But a year into her marriage, her husband was arrested by the Allied forces when it was discovered that he had joined the Nazi SS (Schutzstaffel) in 1933 and had then worked for the Gestapo in Riga. Moreover, he had married Emilia under a false name, being already married to someone else, and thus was also convicted for bigamy.

Emilia L. promptly reapplied to have her DP status reinstated. The review board members, appalled by the notion that “the mistress of a gestapo agent should benefit from the protection of the Organisation,” was nonetheless forced to uphold her appeal. “Petitioner claims restoration of DP status as she no longer has the citizenship of her consort,” the decision reads. The tone of moral disapproval continued: “She declared to the board to be unaware of her lover’s activities in Latvia, but this is not supported by the Board.”14 But whatever the moral or ethical reservations of the board, the law was clear: she had lost her German citizenship when her marriage was annulled.

Emilia L. was the wife of a Nazi, but even certified Nazi wives of legitimate refugees were protected, to some extent, by virtue of their gender. The Allies were reluctant to strip them of their eligibility, because such action could lead to family breakup. This made the Nazi wives of DPs “humanly and socially speaking, a difficult problem,” in the words of one internal IRO memo.15 The situation was resolved in a letter by the assistant director of the IRO care and maintenance program, Myer Cohen, to IRO eligibility officers, where he addressed the problem of German and Austrian women who had married refugees and were found to be ex-members of the Nazi Party. If they could prove their membership was only of a “formal character” and that they had not performed any function that “could be construed as upholding the Nazi regime,” they could be permitted to remain within the IRO mandate.16 It was a policy that seemed specifically designed for women, whose ideological commitment to the Nazi cause was clearly regarded as inconsequential. Helga K., who married a Romanian refugee in 1947, was a member of the Nazi Party from 1939 until 1942, “as several millions of Germans were,” but the board found no evidence of voluntary assistance to the enemy, conveniently ignoring payment of membership fees as evidence of assistance or support. Consequently, there was no reason “in this instance to depart from the policy that a family unit should not be disrupted.”17

Such thinking revealed a common assumption: that women were incapable of independent political action. But when the situation was reversed, as it was for refugee wives such as Vilma L. and her children, the political activities of husbands could mean instant censure. As was explained to Vilma L., the decision to exclude her and her children from the IRO mandate was based on an important ruling in the IRO Constitution: to keep the family unit together. “The IRO try to employ the well-known totalitarian methods—to convict the whole family if only one member of the family is convicted,” Vilma complained in her letter to Eleanor Roosevelt, one of many protest letters she wrote to various American dignitaries.18 The board was finally raised to action after one of her letters provoked George Warren, adviser on refugees and displaced persons in the U.S. State Department in Washington, to inquire into the matter further.19 The board agreed to interview Vilma separately, but when she failed to turn up for an interview and explain her case, it stuck with its original decision.

Maria M. was similarly condemned by the actions of her husband, yet perhaps should have been judged on her own, as she herself had worked for the Hungarian war ministry from 1939 until the day of her wedding in 1944. As she explained in a letter, she and her husband fled Hungary for Germany in March 1945, whereupon her husband was arrested by U.S. forces. He had been secretary of state for the Szálasi regime and was handed over to the Hungarian authorities as a war criminal. Yet what really upset Maria was that when she was first interviewed by the IRO, she was not given the opportunity to state her own position as someone who was a housewife that “stayed at home” and did not occupy herself with politics. Instead, she explained, her interview was confined to a few leading questions, which she spelled out in her objection letter:

1.  Why was your husband arrested? Because my husband was secretary under the Szálasi Government.

2.  And you have not been examined by the Americans? No.

3.  When you knew your husband has been occupied by politics, why did you not get divorced? Because we had been married only on April 17, 1944. I have never asked him about politics, as I was not interested. I loved my husband and I did not marry to be divorced after two months.

4.  Why did you come to Germany? Because I followed my husband. I was afraid of the asiatic soldiers.20

Like Vilma L., Maria felt that the decision to exclude her from IRO protection was unjust. Why should the spouse be responsible for the deeds of her husband, especially when her marriage had been cut short so quickly? This was not the way of things behind the Iron Curtain, she informed the IRO. But unlike Vilma, Maria won the board’s favor, because, as it noted, there was no family unit at risk: she was not living with her husband, as he was in jail in Hungary, and there were no children. Henri Tremeaud, the review board officer reviewing her case, noted in his decision that he was satisfied that she held no political opinions of her own, but because of her husband’s activities, she feared persecution by the Communists if she returned home.21

Irene B., another Hungarian wife of a leading Nazi official, was not as lucky, though her circumstances were eerily similar. She was the widow of Marshall Beregfy, minister of war in the Hungarian Arrow Cross government from 1945 to 1946, who had been executed on March 13, 1946, for war crimes. It was Tremeaud, again, who was the deciding judge for Irene’s case. He found that she had not been able to prove that she had not benefited from her husband’s activities during the war, and that, despite her widowed status, she did not fall within the mandate of the IRO and was therefore outside its bounds of protection.22 Such decisions showed just how fickle the men of the board could be. They did not always agree with each other, and their decisions did not always match up. The records also hint at the ways in which the men of the board responded to women who performed their femininity in acceptable ways. Maria “was not interested in politics”; she “loved her husband” and followed him. We get less of a sense of Irene’s position, who, it appears, did not attempt to rebut claims that she had benefited from her husband’s war crimes. Women were viewed as either apolitical, as in the case of Maria, or opportunists, as in the case of Irene, or sometimes both.

Single women were more likely to be rejected for refugee status than were single men, because IRO officers were far more inclined to be suspicious of women’s personal narratives of political conviction or persecution than they were of men’s. Tara Zahra suggests that “the very category of political refugee was designed for men.”23 She cites the example of Lenke F., a Hungarian schoolteacher who fled to Austria in 1948 claiming she was politically persecuted in Hungary and unable to find work as a teacher unless she joined the Communist Party. Her appeal to be granted DP status was rejected. The board found that her father remained “unmolested” in Hungary and had not been coerced into joining the party himself. “Petitioner appears to be an opportunist,” the decision stated. “The Board is not convinced that petitioner has formed political opinions.”24

Maria C. also faced skepticism and incredulity by the men of the board when she related her story of political resistance and persecution. Their decision of September 18, 1948, noted that Maria C. was a twenty-three-year-old who, at seventeen, was deported from Poland to Austria for forced labor in the Steyr industrial works. She told the board that her sister had also been deported but had returned home at the end of the war. Her sister had since written to her warning her not to come back because the police were looking for her. She had later destroyed the letter, she told the IRO officer, to protect herself. Maria C.’s story is an incredible account of political activism against the Nazi regime and of persecution. She describes how she had participated in the underground against the Nazis while working as a forced laborer. She was arrested by the Gestapo in January 1945, accused of handing out leaflets against Hitler and for listening illegally to British and American radio transmissions, and imprisoned for twenty-five days. She still had the prison papers. After this, she was sent back to the industrial factory as a slave laborer. Her statement also made clear that she could not return to Poland, because she was opposed to the Communist regime there, which, she wrote, could not guarantee her freedom or human rights, and she refused to join the party because of her devout Catholic beliefs. Moreover, together with her mother, she had belonged to the Polish Freedom Movement, which had been both anti-Fascist and anti-Communist. Her mother had died under torture by the Gestapo for her political activities.

This would usually have been more than enough to guarantee protection, and her story could easily have been investigated by the board. But at Maria C.’s second appeal, de Baer was even more critical of her account. He called her statement that she did not want to go back because of the regime in Poland “vague” and stated that she had presented a “carefully briefed story” that was easily penetrated by the board. “I do not believe in the letter she described,” wrote de Baer in his decision, “and the notion of the Polish police being interested in a single peasant girl … is stretching credulity.” According to the board, such claims from a twenty-three-year-old “girl” were “opportune.” It was not until her fourth appeal to the board in July 1950 that the decision to exclude her from IRO protection was finally overturned. Somewhat tellingly, “Nice girl” is written in a corner of the notes of the interview taken on July 7, 1950.25

As this case shows, IRO officers, when faced with accounts of political agency by women, tended to be suspicious, skeptical, or hostile. One Croatian woman, whose nationalist politics were described as fanatical and who herself was “obviously a domineering type,” came to the notice of the board for inciting others to refuse to return to Yugoslavia at a time when the Allies were still encouraging repatriation. Her denial of the charge of leading a propaganda movement was described as “hysterical” by the board member interviewing her. “When heard by the Board she repeated some stories so fantastic that no reasonable person could believe them. She cannot speak without delivering a lecture,” he wrote, and although she was aware of the accusations against her, she “continues in her outspoken manner.”26 The board found her ineligible for assistance or care, and she was promptly evicted from the DP camp in which she resided, physically removed from potential recruits to her cause.

Deviant women could also be seen to harm their children’s chances. In one extraordinary case, a young man called Leon S. found himself on the wrong side of the family eligibility rule, because his mother had decided to naturalize both herself and him as Germans during the war, making them both Volksdeutsche in the eyes of the IRO. She had done this, according to Leon, without his consultation, after they were transferred to Austria from Russia, possibly as forced laborers. His mother remarried after the war, marrying “another Volksdeutsche,” incriminating her further in the eyes of the review board, which met in 1949 to consider the case. Leon’s patrimony saved him. His father was a White Russian—“in fact pure Slav,” according to his reviewer. And because the father’s origins were normally taken as the deciding factor, it was obvious that Leon was Slavic and not of German ethnicity, even if the mother had become so. “The mother had thrown in her lot with the Germans when Petitioner was only thirteen years of age and his registration in Austria as Volksdeutsche at the age of sixteen was effected by his mother without consultation.”27 Leon S., as the victim of his mother, was saved by his father, which was somewhat ironic, as the father had abandoned the family when Leon was still a child, and his mother may well have saved his life.

In another case, however, with no father to speak of, a young Russian man from Bialystok, claiming to be of Jewish origin, was also tainted by his mother’s actions during the war and after it. Wolodymyr L.’s mother had, similar to Leon’s, registered her son as Volksdeutche at the same time as herself, in order, according to her son, to save his life. A summary of his interview with the board revealed the complexity of his case:


When the Germans occupied BIALYSTOK in September 1941 he hid for three months outside town at the home of his grandmother. When back in Bialystok during December 1941, however, he states that while walking in the street he was considered a Jew by a policeman, struck by the latter and held in arrest. His subsequent release occurred after it was impossible to prove the allegations. Meanwhile, Petitioner fled again to his relatives, but claims that his mother was then arrested and subjected to questioning concerning her son’s racial background. Through the intervention of a Volksdeutsche friend the mother was released when the former certified that she and her family were all of German ethnic origin. Therefore she registered herself and children as Volksdeutsche early in 1942, and in August ’42 Petitioner was conscripted into the WACHE MELNIKA, an SS guard unit, as a policeman.28



The family ended up in Regensburg as forced laborers in 1943. After the war, the mother remarried, had another three children, and emigrated with her new family to the United States before the evidence of her German citizenship was discovered. Wolodymyr L., meanwhile, married a German woman in 1946 and divorced in 1949, after which he repeatedly petitioned the IRO to get DP status. Wolodymyr’s claim to be a persecuted Jew was turned down twice by the board as “unsupported,” and his claim to have been conscripted into an SS unit in early 1942 regarded as “highly improbable.” Moreover, in its second decision, the board decided that “the fact that the mother obtained resettlement fraudulently does not confer upon her son, even though himself innocent, any special consideration.”

Eventually, Wolodymyr L. was accepted by the IRO on new evidence. “Can we say that there is sufficient duress to include him?” wrote board member D. L. Price to his fellow members. “This is doubtful, but in Petitioner’s favour is the very good impression he makes, a consistent and plausible account of his activities, and the fact that his mother and sisters were resettled. The family is now split.”29 Successful in his final appeal in the dying days of the IRO, along with the many other doubtful cases granted sudden reprieve, Wolodymyr sailed to New York in 1952, presumably to be reunited with his mother.30

Given that men’s origins and activities determined how families were assessed, non-Jewish wives of Jewish husbands were able to claim refugee status even when their husbands had died. In Elisabeth F.’s case, her husband had died in Auschwitz early in the war. After her husband’s deportation, she had continued living in Germany for the duration of the war, retaining her regular job until her firm was liquidated in 1949. Only then did she apply for refugee status and was accepted “on the grounds of equity in respect of the non-Jewish widows of Jews persecuted during the war.”31 But what did this mean for non-Jewish husbands and their Jewish wives? On this, the IRO review board was quite clear. Wives of eligible refugees were given IRO assistance “as a privilege, in order not to disrupt the family unit,” and such privileges could be removed when the family was no longer united. But if an otherwise eligible wife married an ineligible husband, such as a German citizen, she could expect to lose her status.32 Even in the direst situations, the board was unlikely to budge. Arthur W. was originally granted IRO protection, mistakenly, according to later decisions made by the review board, and he and his wife had set about arranging their emigration to the United States to join their son, who had gone ahead of them. They sold everything they owned in preparation, keeping only a few possessions, which they took with them to the Wentorf DP camp to await their embarkation to the United States. One month later, in September 1949, they were informed by an IRO officer that their status had been revised. They could no longer receive IRO assistance to emigrate because of the husband’s German citizenship. They were told to leave the camp immediately or face forcible removal by the police.

“I consider this to be an act of unreasonable harshness towards my wife who is a Jewess,” Arthur W. wrote in a lengthy objection letter to the IRO review board in October. The decision had put the couple in “the most difficult financial position,” plunging them into destitution and leaving them with no assistance for their planned emigration. But the decision made by the IRO was also a deeply moral affront. Arthur, his wife, and his son had all suffered racial persecution on account of his wife’s Jewishness. “I had remained with my Jewish wife throughout all the difficult years since 1933, and owing to this endured persecution from the Nazis.” His wife had lived in hiding from the Gestapo, and their house was destroyed by bombing; Arthur and his son were in a concentration camp from 1944 until the end of the war. “If the committee which decides these matters believes … that husbands of Jewish women should be treated and judged differently from Christian wives of Jewish men who were absolutely untouched by the Hitler regime, and were even in a favourable position, then they are not acting justly. When the reason given for my rejection by the IRO at Wentorf is that I am a German citizen, then I am forced to point out that the majority of Jews who emigrate are also German citizens, and in mixed marriages did not suffer any more than I did.”33 The board met to hear Arthur W.’s case but found that it could do nothing to alter the decision to exclude him from protection.

There was, however, room for flexibility in the IRO mandate, should the board have decided to use it. Often, in cases where the full board was not required, it depended on the mood or character of the member of the board making these final decisions rather than on the rigidity of the rulebook. As with all laws, there were different options for interpretation. In Louise S.’s case, for example, board member Edward Kennedy found that despite her German citizenship status, she had suffered enough persecution at the hands of the Nazis, and then of the Russians, to warrant protection. She had hidden her mentally ill mother for the first two years of the war, after which her mother was removed to a mental hospital and died there, possibly murdered. As the child of a known mentally ill patient, Louise was forbidden to marry her fiancé under the Nazis. She joined an underground movement helping Jews to escape Nazi Germany, using her employment with an Italian travel agency as a cover. At the end of the war, she was raped by Russian soldiers in Berlin, she told the board, after which she fled to Italy, where she again risked internment because of her German origins. Kennedy found that she had been a victim of the Nazi regime and had valid reasons against repatriating back to Germany, citing Section C of the Constitution, referring specifically to the description of “compelling family reasons arising out of previous persecution.”34

The Red Army rapes of German women like Louise S. were a well-known fact to all in the immediate postwar years. Around one in every three of the 1.5 million women in Berlin were raped by Allied soldiers, most of them Russian, the majority of these in the Soviet zone.35 It would take at least another forty years before there was proper official recognition of the unique types of sexual violence experienced by women in war, but this did not mean that rape was not being discussed in postwar Germany, particularly among its victims. Mass rapes confirmed expectations of Soviet bestiality for Germans, well versed in associations of “Asiatic” savagery with Soviet soldiers, not least through Goebbels’s anti-Bolshevik propaganda.36 As Hsu-Ming Teo writes: “In the initial period after the mass rapes, women freely exchanged their own stories of rape and, in the process of doing so, collectively overcame the trauma and horror of their experiences.”37 It is also the case that, as Atina Grossmann notes in her careful study of the topic, the massive and collective experience of rape was less taboo than we have come to expect; virtually everyone, including the victims themselves, tended to downplay, even “normalize,” rape as the inevitable result of defeat or of retribution. “In no way, however, did these framings mean that rape stories were denied or silenced.”38

Some observers dismissed stories of rape as anti-Communist mythmaking, but it was equally true that the Allies were not especially interested in prosecuting Soviet soldiers for such acts. Rape was not dealt with as a serious crime in this period; most Allied and German men had little desire to hear about women’s experiences of rape, and public conversation was gradually restrained with the return of German prisoners of war and the “remasculinization” of German society, although it never entirely faded. This, then, was the broader context for the way in which gendered violence was generally treated by the authorities. Women and wives belonged to their men, as did their bodies. The problem of rape was a problem of right of access and ownership, rather than one of gendered violence, and the muting of the topic was a concession to German male pride. In Louise S.’s case, acknowledgment of the rape was not unusual, but it was also not treated as the primary reason for her right to protection by the IRO.

Women who were found to have “slept with the enemy” during wartime, on the other hand, were viewed with contempt on both sides of the conflict, and such condemnation continued in the screening of DPs after the war. Theresia N. lived in Marseilles for most of the war and appears to have given two versions of her wartime experiences to the IRO before being accepted as a DP. In her second attempt, she told her interviewer she had been deported to Germany for forced labor in 1944. Her story was successful, and she was given DP status. This decision was reversed, however, when information arrived from France that showed her in a completely different light. First, de Baer wrote brusquely, Theresia’s claim to have been deported in 1944 “was pure fancy: women who left France for Germany at that time (which was the time that France was being liberated) were those who, having nothing good to expect from the liberation, preferred to leave for Germany with the retreating German army.” Second, Theresia actually registered herself and her two daughters as Volksdeutsche as soon as she arrived. As if this was not damning enough, both her and her two daughters were in fact “devoted collaborators,” becoming German mistresses, who “did not seek to hide their Nazi sentiments. At their domicile they received day and night German officers and soldiers with whom they led a grand life.” Their report was “extremely bad,” he wrote, and “they had had to leave Marseilles on the arrival of the Allies to avoid punishment.” While he did not go so far as to argue that such activities “assisted the enemy forces,” he would not countenance Theresia’s inclusion in the IRO mandate.39

European women who lived in China and were seeking DP status, some of whom had married Chinese men, were another group who attempted to test the legal boundaries of the IRO mandate, usually without success. A special folder called “China” is nestled in a file titled “discrepancies” among the papers of the IRO review board in Paris. “Petitioner is the German born wife of a Chinese citizen who by virtue of her marriage in Germany in 1945, acquired Chinese nationality,” the decision for Gerda S. reads. “In September 1946, she and her husband went to Italy for repatriation to China but because of her pregnancy, she was not permitted to continue the trip. In May 1948, petitioner finally reached China, but her husband unable to find work, went to the interior of China, and she refused to follow him because of conditions too primitive for Europeans. On 19 August, 1948, she secured a divorce and now seeks IRO assistance for repatriation to Germany.”40 However, despite her divorce, the review board still considered Gerda S. a Chinese citizen; she was in “her country of nationality” and therefore not the concern of the IRO. Josefa C. was also the German wife of a Chinese man. They had married in Germany in 1941, and in September 1946 her husband was repatriated back to China. Josefa and her daughter apparently missed the boat to China from Hamburg and then Naples, and waited in Rome for nearly two years for another one. She arrived in Shanghai on May 30, 1948, to find that her husband had remarried and taken everything she owned. The IRO was unable to help, finding that she, like Gerda S., had “all the legal rights and protection due a Chinese subject” and was not its concern.41

Jenny H. was another European woman who found herself in similarly unfortunate circumstances after the war. Hungarian born and Austrian bred, she had married a Chinese man in 1934, a police officer called Tzi-Tschang H., whom she had met in Vienna while he was on a work tour. They traveled back to China, basing themselves in Shanghai. They traveled frequently throughout the country, owing to the nature of her husband’s police work. Their daughter, Valerie, was born in 1936. At the outbreak of the Second World War, Jenny H. was visiting her parents in Vienna and remained there with Valerie. In 1946, her husband asked her to come back to China. But, as is noted in her file, she returned to Nanking later that year “to find that he had a Chinese wife and two sons.” In August 1948 she secured a divorce and applied to the IRO for help to go back to Vienna. But assistance was not forthcoming: “Petitioner is in the country of her present nationality, and although she feels discrimination as an Occidental,” the board noted, she still had the rights and protection of her Chinese citizenship.42

These cases, and others like them, hint at the rare phenomenon of intermarriage between Chinese men and European women in the first half of the twentieth century.43 They conform to a wider pattern of mixed Eurasian couples that emerged from the nineteenth century onward with the development of migration flows between the West and China. Interracial families were increasingly a part of China’s urban landscape by the Second World War, yet these tended to consist of European men marrying or having sexual relations with Chinese women, a common trend of mixed marriages in other colonial centers. On China’s northern borders with Russia, a growing population of Sino-Russian children throughout the first half of the twentieth century also attested to relationships between Chinese and White Russians who had fled into China’s northern region after the Russian Revolution.44 But women such as Josefa C., Gerda S., and Jenny H. met and married their husbands outside China, not within it. As Emma Jinhua Teng explains in her study of mixed Sino-American families, mixed-race families formed almost from the moment Chinese sailors arrived on the American coast.45 The movement of Chinese sailors, diplomats, laborers, merchants, students, and others, such as Jenny’s policeman husband, around the globe from the mid-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century meant that offshore intermarriages more commonly occurred between Chinese men and European women, not the other way around as occurred in the towns and ports of the Chinese coast, particularly Shanghai.

These women would have faced moral censure and social pressure in Europe for their decisions to marry their Chinese boyfriends, particularly in Germany and Austria. Such deviation from the Aryan model of “approved families”—by way of marriage to someone who would have been classified as “racially alien,” if not “racially inferior”—was rare if not courageous.46 It is difficult to get a sense of this from the files, however. What is more evident is the ostracism they faced in China. They had lost whatever support they may have hoped to receive from their husbands’ families, and the strict rules of miscegenation against interracial unions that prevailed in both the European and the Chinese communities at this time would have isolated them still further. Sexual relations were more common, though usually hidden, but marriage was not.

Jenny H.’s file, though brief, gives some indication of the longer-term ramifications of her marriage to Tzi-Tschang H. and the IRO decision to exclude her. In 1958 Jenny H. and her daughter were living in a refugee camp in Austria. In a letter to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in Austria and again in 1961, Jenny was still pleading her case. Yet strangely, this time there was no mention of her husband’s adultery, as there had been in her petition of 1948. Instead, she wrote that after she and her daughter returned to China in 1946, her husband was deployed in Nanking, and as conditions deteriorated there, he agreed that she should return to Vienna, which she did in 1951. “It was my husband’s last wish,” she wrote, “before he was shot dead by the Communists.” The ruse was unsuccessful. The UNHCR representative in Vienna noted in his report of the case that there were several contradictions in her statements, not least that in previous questioning she had admitted being unable to live with her husband because “he had taken several wives in allegedly Chinese tradition.”

Jenny attempted to claim a Chinese passport from consular authorities in Hamburg, but this was also rejected because “she had allegedly deserted her husband in China.”47 Why, someone had penciled in the margins of her typed interview record sheet, did she simply not “become Austrian again”? The answer was handwritten below. “She told us that she did not want to become Austrian because her daughter would become Chinese. I pointed out to her that was probably not right.… Apparently she never took the right steps, and now she has no interest because she wants to go to the US as a mandate refugee.” Geneva was reluctant to make a decision on her case, advising the Austrian UNHCR branch in June 1961 to do it instead, something that frustrated the Austrian representative no end. “This is an unsatisfactory answer,” Dr. W. Bruggmann scribbled underneath the memo. “Surprising that it took Geneva 5 weeks to think it up.” Jenny was a classic example of a woman “falling through the cracks” of a refugee regime constrained by rigid notions of family and Western rules of marriage and citizenship. Her file ends with an ambiguity, but it is also a dossier of attempts by official parties to “pass the buck” when it came to making a decision about her case.

Men often wielded considerable power over the future of displaced women’s lives. Elisabeth G., according to the version she gave to the UNRRA, had married John G. in 1921 in the United States, when she was thirty years old. Born in Yugoslavia, then a part of Austria, she had allegedly migrated with her family to the States as a small child; after her marriage, she moved with her husband to Canada. But she had traveled to Yugoslavia before the war to settle business matters and had become stuck, unable to get back to Canada during the war years. Now, in 1946, she was still awaiting an answer from the Canadian authorities about her right to reenter Canada and the reinstatement of her Canadian citizenship. Nell West, a welfare officer in the DP camp where Elisabeth was living, was concerned. Elisabeth was beginning to lose confidence, particularly because her husband was “unable to understand why she has not come home” and had implied in a letter that she had done something wrong. Perhaps, West wrote to the deputy minister for public welfare in Toronto, someone could interview Mr. G. and “impress upon him that he can help his wife to keep courage and health through these trying months by writing frequent and reassuring letters of his faith in her and of his desire to have her return home.”48

A few months later, a member of the Department of Public Welfare was able to track down the husband, who was working at the Canadian National Railways in Ontario, and interview him. John’s response was anything but supportive of his wife’s claims. According to his version, he had married Elisabeth in July 1909 in Yugoslavia and emigrated with her to the United States in December of that year. His wife and two children had left the United States in 1921 and returned to Yugoslavia, where they had remained ever since, while he had migrated to Canada alone in 1925. “He further states that Mrs G. is a citizen of Yugoslavia, has never been to Canada and did not migrate to the USA as a child with her parents.”49 Describing a history of strained relations between them, John informed the officer that his wife had demanded a divorce upon his going to Canada and had refused to live with him in his home.

“The information which you give is most helpful to us in working with the situation of Mrs G.,” Nell West wrote back to the deputy minister in Toronto. “Since it changes the entire picture of our efforts and instead of trying to repatriate her to Canada, any further efforts will now be directed towards persuading her to return to Yugoslavia.”50 No further documents exist in this story: where Elisabeth and her children ended up is unknown. But the case itself illustrated a common problem for displaced women who faced a culture of doubt when it came to contradicting the versions of their husbands. Elisabeth, who first appeared to West as a victim of both bureaucratic misfortune and an unsupportive husband, was suddenly transformed by her husband’s testimony into a self-seeking opportunist.

As we have seen, a belief in the unity and rehabilitation of the family for the future stability of postwar Europe had significant implications for women attempting to navigate the legalities and politics of refugee status and immigration. When that family showed cracks, wives and mothers tended to be blamed. This rigid conception of the family and gender roles solidified throughout the next few decades, inscribed in international conventions that further ensured women belonged to a passive, domesticated identity that had little relevance or presence in the persecutory discourse of international law. As was clear even in the 1940s, the male-centered notion of “political” persecution assumed that women were apolitical: risk of harm was purely contained in the private sphere, which was not seen as the responsibility of international law or human rights law adjudicators.51 Further, as we saw in chapter 1, the question of whether an applicant was a political persecutee or an economic opportunist preoccupied IRO officers in this period. This had direct implications for women for whom gaining legitimacy on their own terms was already severely limited by the definition of what constituted persecution and for their relegation to the domestic sphere as dependents. Some women resisted the legal and social hegemony of the male-centered family unit in the DP jurisdiction and fought back against a paternalist family paradigm imposed on them by the institutions that were meant to provide protection and rights. But they fought back from an already weakened position.



 



4

UNACCOMPANIED CHILDREN AND UNFIT MOTHERS


In 1951, the International Refugee Organization (IRO), as part of a publicity campaign about the “hard core” refugees still in its care, filed a story about a family in the Beth Bialek displaced persons (DP) camp on the outskirts of Salzburg in Austria. The DP camp, a grim place of one-storied barracks, was home to the IRO’s “oldest DP,” 105-year-old Paulina W., her son, Julian, her daughter-in-law, Matrona, and their five-year-old adopted daughter, Elizaveta. “We were welcomed by all members of the family in the friendly, hospitable manner of kindhearted peasant folk,” wrote Ralph Hoddinott, the IRO’s public information officer. “Old Mrs W.’s eyes lit up as we produced a packet of American cigarettes and offered her one. Already fifteen when the American civil war broke out, she neither looked nor behaved as a person who had seen all of the ninety years pass since that event.”1

But the story was not just about the oldest member of the family; it was also about its youngest, “little Elizaveta,” who had come into their lives when she was two months old. According to Julian, Elizaveta’s mother was a young Polish girl who had left the baby with them. “Her mother was glad to get rid of her sick baby which she believed would die and which she was unable to nurse. She was grateful to find people who would give her child a decent burial.” But Julian had other ideas. “I thought I would like to keep the baby alive, not only considering it a Christian duty, but also that we might have one little child at least to fill the emptiness left in our lives by the deaths of our four children in Poland.” Elizaveta lived, and the family started the process of adoption, “to make her our own so that no one else could claim her later.” They sold everything they had and eventually, after five years, were indeed able to call her their own, promptly changing her surname to their own. Julian showed off Elizaveta’s new identity card. “The whole family smiled, as if to say, ‘even if we are simple peasants and do not speak any foreign language, even if it was as hard as possible for us to retain our ray of sunshine, our prayers and our simple hearts finally conquered all the complicated laws.’ ”2

Stories such as this aimed to humanize the “refugee problem” and, more concretely, to attract the interest of organizations or individuals to sponsor families like the Ws. At forty-nine, Julian was over the age limit for mass resettlement schemes; moreover, as he did not want to leave his mother behind, he needed a $1,000 bond to take her with them to America, an impossible amount for DPs in a camp. Nor was this the first time the family matriarch had featured in an IRO publicity appeal. A booklet produced in May 1950, under the heading “S.O.S. A Call from 100,000 of your Neighbours in Distress,” profiled twenty-seven “of the world’s most deserving people” still in IRO care in the hope that overseas sponsors might give these “hard core” refugees a “last chance for peace and happiness.” Paulina W. was one of them. Her story “104 years on this earth” retold the details of her exile from Poland at age ninety-eight and her life in the DP camp. “Paulina does her share of the cooking, sewing and cleaning. She does not need glasses and her hearing is perfect. Julian and his wife are strong, healthy farmworkers but they have repeatedly been rejected for resettlement because Paulina cannot read or write and is too old.”3

In the case of Paulina, the appeal worked. Helen Wilson, the U.S. chief of the IRO Resettlement and Repatriation office in Washington, confessed she was most anxious to get Paulina W. to the United States before her next birthday as part of the IRO’s publicity campaign.4 The family arrived in the United States under sponsorship by the National Catholic Welfare Conference in June 1951, elderly mother in tow. Their arrival was featured in the nation’s newspapers, Paulina W.’s fame as the “oldest DP” at 105 seeking a new life in the United States making front-page news.5 Photographed with her small family upon arrival, unfatigued, and “happily puffing on a cigarette through an ancient wooden holder,” Paulina W. was celebrated as an emblem of DP resilience. She planned, she told reporters, to live another ten years in the United States and was ready to start farming that very day.6

Elizaveta’s story of abandonment was a more familiar theme in the DP narrative than her adoptive grandmother’s advanced age. Alongside the tragic reality of children left behind after their parents had been killed were the terrible statistics of Eastern European children stolen from their Eastern European families as part of the Nazi scheme to increase the Aryan population with blond, blue-eyed children who were considered racially valuable enough to be “Germanized.” Child welfare workers were shocked to discover that many children they had thought to be the illegitimate offspring of forced laborers were in fact kidnapped children. This, even more than the Holocaust, appeared to welfare workers to be the Nazis’ greatest crime—their “most dastardly plan,” in the words of United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) relief officer Jean Henshaw.7 “So-called ‘lost children’ held a special grip on the postwar imagination,” Tara Zahra explains; across Germany, children stared out of Red Cross posters under the banner “Who Knows Our Parents and Our Origins?” The German Red Cross received over 300,000 tracing requests for missing children between 1945 and 1958, and the International Tracing Service (ITS) 343,057 in roughly the same period.8

Estimates indicate that twenty thousand children were taken from Poland and fifty thousand from the whole of Europe.9 These included children taken from orphanages and homes or kidnapped from parks and school grounds by teams of zealous Nazi officials keeping an eye out for heathy-looking children that could fill the ranks of the future “Herrenvolk.” Still others were children taken at birth from forced laborers and placed in Lebensborn homes or given to German families. The Nuremberg trials of Nazi Lebensborn officials charged with the crime of abducting Eastern European children exposed the practice of forcible abortions for Eastern workers, except in cases where babies were “expected to have racially good qualities.” In cases where the pregnancy was not discovered until it was too late to perform an abortion, or until after the baby’s birth, “racial examinations of the expectant mother and father were carried out. When the child was determined to be of ‘racial value’, it was taken immediately after birth by the National Socialist Public Welfare Association (NSV) or Lebensborn.”10 When the child failed the racial value test, however, he or she was sent to Ausländerkinderpflegestätten (nurseries for foreign children) and left to die of neglect or murdered.11 Research by Susanne Urban estimates that in some institutions, death rates were close to 90 percent.12 There is evidence that in the last months and even weeks of the war, mothers were still having their children taken after birth for “Germanization.” Others were voluntarily placed in foster homes or hospitals by mothers who saw this as the baby’s best protection.

Finally, there were those who were left behind by their mothers, or indeed by their fathers, in the months and years of the aftermath of the war. Some were children like Elizaveta, who had an Eastern European mother, but there were also those with Eastern European fathers, including Jewish ones. Atina Grossmann describes the “fleeting, pragmatic” sexual liaisons between DP men and German women after the war, from which children resulted. Some of these men were young Jewish survivors, who, like German women after the war, were “lonely, and eager to ‘have some fun.’ ”13 Moses Moskowitz, a U.S. military liaison officer stationed in Germany after the war, observed in 1946 that “German women have been known to be on intimate terms with Jewish men who only a year ago were behind concentration camp gates.”14 Most of the babies born from these encounters remained with their German mothers.15

In Elizaveta’s case we have scant details about her birth or her mother’s circumstances, and nothing at all about her father’s. Sofia was twenty-two years old and living in the Salzburg DP camp in Austria, where the W. family had also sought refuge, when she gave birth. Six months later, Sofia departed for Italy, leaving Elizaveta with the Ws. A very brief note appears on a form for separated children and youth: born in Lublin, Sofia “was a dancer by profession and went in August 1946 with some officers of the Polish 2nd Corps to Italy.”16 The Ws. had consequently brought Elizaveta up as their own. A certificate renouncing the mother’s right to Elizaveta and giving her full consent to the adoption by the W. couple was signed by an IRO youth officer, not Sofia herself. The fact that Elizaveta was placed, or rescued in Julian W.’s version, with a Polish family was in accordance with the policy of the IRO at this time, which adhered to a belief in the need to “renationalize” children who had either lost or been deprived of their national origins by the war.17

During this period, children robbed of their mothers became the most poignant symbol of the cruelties of war and the dystopian world it had spawned.18 Images of mothers searching the ruins of Germany for lost children demonstrated the magnitude of Nazi evil. One article in an Australian newspaper in 1949 described the “pathetic search” of a Polish mother whose three sons were forcibly taken from her after the invasion of Poland. With her two small daughters, she had spent months trudging through Germany. “Her shoes were in ribbons, one little girl was ill, and they had lived from hand to mouth for their very existence. They had no food ration card, no money which was acceptable in Germany, nothing but a faint hope which on that January day was almost exhausted.”19 But for this determined mother, that hope paid off. There, on that January day, she found “a miracle.” Her three sons were alive and waiting for her in the Deggendorf DP camp.

The tragic search for children by parents was even turned into a Hollywood film by American-Jewish director Fred Zinnemann, who found a Czechoslovakian child, Ivan Jandl, among the displaced to star alongside Montgomery Clift in his 1948 film The Search.20 Threaded throughout the story of the rescue of a waif, Karel, by an American GI (Clift) among the ruins of postwar Germany is the story of the boy’s mother, Hanna Malik, played by Jarmila Novotná, walking across Germany, never giving up hope of finding her son. The mother and her son are finally reunited at the end of the film with the help of a social worker at the UNRRA Rosenheim Children’s Centre, where Zinnemann conducted research.21 In the film, write Sharif Gemie and Louise Rees, “Mrs Malik is the epitome of self-sacrificing motherhood as she relentlessly searches for her child. She … is the real homeland, and her relationship with Karel—representing the DP and the homeland—is the ideal solution where the family is reunited and the child returns home.”22 The film was a major success, raking in five Academy Award nominations and winning one for best screenplay the year it premiered.

Malik’s reunion with her son represents the emotional climax of the film, the “happy ending” that could be taken to signify the larger theme of civilizing Germany, now that the lost child has been found. But its elevation of the maternal bond touched another important debate playing out in the developing field of child psychology. The DP child was an important test case for child experts, who, following on the research of Anna Freud (Sigmund’s granddaughter), Dorothy Burlingham and others, argued that the loss of a mother was the most damaging to child development, not bombs. “With their love of adventure and their interest in destruction and movement, they can get used to the greatest dangers and do not even realize the risk,” wrote Thérèse Brosse, in a 1950 report for UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization), “provided that they can keep with them their protector who, in their childish hearts, represents security and that, at the same time, they can clutch some familiar object in their arms.”23 Likewise, Dorothy Macardle, an Irish journalist, historian, and internationalist, conducted a study of the children of postwar Europe, in which she observed them sleeping “in shacks built of rubbish, or in the cellars of bombed out houses,” and in underground bunkers in Germany, “too weak to climb out of the foul air or endure daylight, passing into … a condition of mental deficiency.”24 It was their loss of the family unit that was the most traumatic of all. “To feel secure in his place within the family group,” Macardle wrote, “has once again proved to be the child’s best protection against ill-effects from all misadventure. The loss of that security is disastrous, no matter from what cause it may arise.”25

Widespread publicity of the “lost children of Europe” in the press, regularly featuring toddlers, had an unintended consequence. IRO desks were deluged with offers by American and British couples to adopt orphaned and unaccompanied children, mainly three-year-old blond girls.26 In one example, a couple turned up at the IRO office in Lima, Peru, asking for


A girl up to the age of six years inclusive.

Christian.

Preferably blonde.

In perfect health (physically, mentally, morally)

Country of origin; any of the following: France, Great Britain, Luxemburg [sic], Belgium, Holland, Switzerland, Germany, Austria, Esthonia [sic], Lithuania, Hungria [sic], Rumania, Czechoslovakia, Poland, White Russia, Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Finland.27



In another, a doctor advocated the adoption of several thousands of children for Portland, where he practiced obstetrics.28 Marie D. Lane, the chief of the IRO child welfare division, politely but firmly responded to each letter, declining “these generous offers” and explaining that it was not IRO policy to organize for the adoption of unaccompanied children, and that such requests needed to go through proper child agency channels. But it seemed that children were disappearing overseas before IRO approval or official paperwork had even commenced.29 Children, it was reported, were being snatched from DP camps and DP orphanages by overseas visitors, locals, and even IRO welfare workers whose term of work had ended.

Indeed, what to do with these children was one of the main challenges the Allies faced after the war. To whom children belonged was one of the thorniest questions confronting child welfare officers in this period, for whom the “best interests of the child” was in fact acutely complicated by competing visions of individual, collective, and national rights.30 Although the ideal of children’s “best interests” spoke an abstract language of universalism and humanism, it was also deeply tied to a belief in the individual “human right” to collective and national belonging. In the words of Vinita Lewis, an officer with the IRO, “The lost identity of individual children is the Social Problem of the day on the continent of Europe. Even if his future destiny lies in a country other than that of his origin, he [the displaced child] is entitled to the basic Human Right of full knowledge of his background and origin.”31

Eileen Davidson, a social worker from Western Australia who became the deputy chief officer of the deputy director of the ITS Child Search section, championed the goal of the “renationalization” of children. The “best interest of the child,” Davidson staunchly believed, was to return children to their country of birth. According to Davidson, Germany had not shed its Nazi past. “Does the German family offer a satisfactory or unsatisfactory permanent home for an Allied unaccompanied child?” her report asked. “Can a German family really offer security to an Allied child?”32 Eastern European children who were brought up in German families faced not only ostracism in postwar Germany but also the “untold dangers” of precarity in the German home:


If to this are added the additional hazards that even the best placements are heir to—divorce, death or some circumstances forcing a serious change in the German family’s plans—then the child finds himself once again in an indifferent, yes even hostile world, since the fact has to be faced that he has been grafted into the social structure of his former enemies. Far from securing the best interests of the child, one has run the danger with the passage of years contributing to the development of a warped and twisted personality, a misfit with roots neither here nor in his home country.33



Davidson found plenty of evidence that Allied children left in German homes were in danger of suffering permanent psychological and physical damage. Her report listed children either abandoned by their mothers or left behind for temporary safekeeping with German families and never retrieved. Anatoly D, still a toddler, “was placed by his mother with a German family when he was a few days old, as her employer did not want to have the child around. One month later the mother was killed in an air raid.”34 Another four-year-old “was abandoned by his mother and is now in a German family who treat the child well, but who are so poor that they will be unable to provide for the child’s future.” Michael S, born in 1944, was placed with a German family “when abandoned by his mother.… IRO worker reported that the child is living under poor conditions with the foster family and is in urgent need of care.” Then there was five-year-old Theresia, of Polish origin, who “was placed with a German woman by her parents who were slave labourers in Germany. They paid her an agreed sum. The parents wrote IRO that when they were leaving for Poland they were unable to take the child because the woman had absconded with her. They called eight times on her.”

These brief, tragic case descriptions provided ample ammunition to child welfare officers such as Davidson who felt, as Tara Zahra describes, that “children could be ‘kidnapped’ not only from their parents, but from the national collective. This logic endured after the Second World War and was institutionalized in the United Nations’ efforts to recover and renationalize Europe’s lost children.”35 Welfare reports by IRO Child Search officers contained disturbing evidence of children discovered living in conditions of poverty, disease, and neglect: evidence of the rightness of removing children from German homes and sending them home to their families or next of kin.36 Six-year-old Maria was discovered living with a fifty-year-old bachelor and his “unhinged” sister in an isolated farmhouse in the Black Forest. Born to a Ukrainian forced laborer during the last year of the war, she had been left behind when her mother, Tatiana, returned to the Soviet Union (possibly forcibly, though this is not specified). The farmer, Mr. E., had kept Maria until she was discovered and removed in 1950. The IRO welfare officer who visited the house found it to be in extremely poor condition and dirty; the farmer had only allowed her to see the front room, which was miserably bare of furniture. Mr. E.’s sister was “not normal” and incapable of looking after the child, while the farmer himself, unmarried and childless, was “very simple, even primitive.”37 He had not agreed to even the simplest of requests by the welfare officer to allow Maria to take her meals and sleep at his female neighbor’s house, which had set off alarm bells for the welfare officer.

Her removal prompted protests by the local priest and the local judge, both of whom demanded that Maria be returned to the farmer. “Mr E. is the only being anywhere in the world who has acquired a moral right to this child, who means everything to him,” Judge Otto K. wrote. “Why has a child who has been provided for up to now be taken away from the only person who has taken care of it as yet and given it all his affection, and who has the most natural and the closest right of anyone to this little creature?”38 Maria was not returned to the farmer, instead joining an orphan resettlement scheme for the United States. But older children could be much more difficult to dislodge. IRO child rescue operations were often stymied by counter-campaigns against their removal by foster parents enlisting the support of the targeted child. The case of Lorenz Z., brought to Austria as a child laborer, was one example. His mother and his brothers and sisters were living in Yugoslavia, and in 1947, the mother requested his repatriation. His care report reads as follows:


The boy, when first time interviewed, stated that he wanted to return to Yugoslavia. The farmer, for whom the child was working, was very much against his departure, as Lorenz is a very strong healthy boy, who was working hard.… The boy was finally admitted to IRO Children’s Home in Loeben.… On 27.2.1948 the boy disappeared from the Home, and returned to the farm. In spite of several visits, it was impossible to persuade the boy. He refused repatriation as well as resettlement, no doubt the boy has been under strong influence of the farmer, who did not want to loose [sic] a cheap and good laborer. Case closed 1950.39



More frequently IRO officers were able to help young nationals flout the policy of repatriation and instead migrate to the West, rather than return to Communist countries even in cases where a child’s parents or relatives had been found. As the decade wore on, the obligation of the IRO in this period to renationalize children was increasingly complicated by the moral convictions of humanitarian workers about the fitness of mothers, strong ideological convictions about the best places for children to grow up, and the competing claims of foster and biological parents. Added to these pressures was the fact that the U.S. military authorities, both the Office of Military Government, United States (OMGUS) and the Allied Control Authority, were increasingly reluctant to endorse the removal of Eastern European children from German families. For UNRRA and IRO officers, it was clear that the child was a United Nations national whose place of birth was the result of a crime and who would suffer because of it later on, even if the current circumstances were a loving family and a suitable home. But as Davidson put it, they faced “a contest with the current invested interest—the German who hides the child or is unconvinced and does not wish to give him up; the Liaison Officer who is eager to have the child; the military government which is sensitive to unrest or dissatisfaction among the Germans, and wishes to maintain the status quo.”40 By the end of the decade, the Child Search branch had to accept that this conflict of interest usually ended in the German family’s favor, particularly in cases where a foster child in a German home had been born and henceforth abandoned on German soil. “Fear of alienating the West German population,” writes Dan Stone, “as well as growing fear of communism were reshaping the context in which child removals took place.”41

The “best interests of the child” were thus rarely clear or straightforward, reflecting the profound tensions that existed in this period among children, parents, nations, welfare workers, and international humanitarianism on the ground in postwar Europe. In another example, Deszö P.’s mother in Hungary had traced her son to the IRO Children’s Village in Bad Aibling, with the help of the Hungarian Red Cross, and now desired his return to her.42 “You have asked me to come home but I am sorry I cannot do this because I do not want to return home, I want to immigrate to America,” Deszö wrote. The Hungarian Red Cross responded by insisting that the child be repatriated on the grounds of “maternal feelings and rights.” The mother was living in secure circumstances, the Red Cross officer wrote, and “expected an early return.” But the director of the children’s home stepped in. “Deszö does not wish to return home to his mother,” he replied. “Since he left home he has matured from a little boy into a youth who is able to accept responsibility for his own decisions affecting his future.”43 The case ended up in the U.S. Courts of the Allied Commissioner for Germany, which ruled in favor of the boy’s desire to emigrate, after which Deszö left to start a new life in the United States.

This battle over Deszö P. exemplified similar battles being fought over children by welfare and state authorities throughout this period, in which humanitarian ideas about the best interests of the child frequently became enmeshed with Cold War politics. “After seeing his mother and finding out that she is living in secure circumstances and after she expressed her wish to have her son with her,” the director of the Hungarian Red Cross in Budapest wrote to the director of Bad Aibling Children’s Village, “we as well as his mother expected an early return.” It was the right of the mother to have her son by her side, he argued, that should prevail over his desire to emigrate. The IRO saw things differently. “This boy presents a problem of adjustment in the Village owing to his lack of a secure home from a very early age,” wrote Joan Aitken, his IRO child care officer. She described the opportunity for a new life in the United States as a chance for a good home placement, as opposed to returning to his birth mother, “who had never worked for him and now that he was old enough to work for her, she wished him to come home to her.”

In this instance, the tussle for Deszö became a Cold War conflict over his identity and his future: young émigré to the West or returnee to the Communist East and his antimaternalist, Communist mother? His case is one of many in the archive that expose a larger rift between policy and practice at this time. Welfare workers, policymakers, and the child experts were generally united on the need to rehabilitate DP children as future citizens of their nation-states, but what this meant in reality was far more complicated, and became more so as the deepening Cold War tangled these ideals still further.

Another incident involving the emigration of 142 Polish children to Canada highlighted the high stakes of the Cold War contest over unaccompanied children. The children had endured deportation to the Soviet Union, then exile to Iran with the Polish “Anders” Army, before being sent to a DP camp in Tanganyika (now Tanzania) in East Africa. When the Tengeru DP camp was dissolved in 1948, they were transferred to IRO care in Salermo. Here, the Catholic Immigration Aid Society (CIAS), with IRO assistance, organized for their emigration to Canada. News reached the Polish government of the children’s imminent departure, and Polish officials quickly demanded the return of their young citizens. Many, it transpired, were not orphans, and the whereabouts of their relatives were known. As the Polish authorities made abundantly clear, they couldn’t even reasonably be classified as “unaccompanied.” The Polish government and the Polish Red Cross were particularly vigilant in trying to reclaim children, and for good reason: the Nazis had kidnapped more Polish children than any others for its program of Germanization.

Even though some of the children knew they had relatives living in Poland, most of them refused, point blank, to return, and those that were wavering in their decision soon fell in step with the rest of the group. A representative of the ITS who was sent to visit the children reported that “a number of children and youth, more than is reasonable to expect in an institutional group, displayed disinterest or indifference in having parents traced or clues on relatives followed up.”44 Meanwhile, Donald Kingsley, director of the IRO, defended the rights of the children to refuse repatriation against Polish demands. At least eighty-one of the children were over seventeen years of age, and thus were not technically children in the view of the IRO, which classified a child as sixteen years of age or younger. Many of the younger ones were siblings of the older ones and couldn’t be separated. Moreover, they had spent the past ten years away from homes and families and wanted the educational opportunities Canada could offer; in Kingsley’s opinion, their anti-Communism and Catholicism held more meaning “than family ties or nationalist sentiments.”45

The custody battle soon developed into an international crisis. The Vatican weighed in, and anti-Communists as far afield as the United States and Canada ensured the case made media headlines in the West.46 The Polish government and the Polish Red Cross were outraged, but in the end their protests were to no avail. The children were sent to Bremerhaven, from where they departed for Canada by ship, arriving in Halifax in late 1949. They were admitted by the Canadian government as war orphans and promptly fostered out to Catholic families. In the local Polish press, the resettlement of the children was described as “a shameful affair organised by international kidnappers supplying ‘merchandise’ to modern slave traders,” nothing less than a “monstrous capitalist hypocrisy.” Major Polish newspapers daily featured heart-rending quotes from alleged parents and relatives begging for the return of the children.47 For a time, the Polish government also kept up the pressure, making diplomatic representations to the Canadian government and raising the issue at the UN General Assembly, where it accused the IRO and Canada of kidnapping the children to use as cheap laborers.48

Eventually, the case slid from public view, but it highlighted the ferocious battles being fought among welfare officials, church bodies, medical experts, policymakers, and governments over where the displaced children of Europe rightly belonged, and to whom. Questions of allegiance plagued child welfare officers. Was citizenship a democratic ideal, to be sought in the West, or was it an ideal of national allegiance, to be found in a child’s country of origin? Should a child who had spent the war in hiding or with foster parents be sent back to relatives he or she barely remembered or knew, remain with foster parents, or go to America?

These were not merely philosophical questions for ITS Child Search teams and IRO welfare workers in postwar Europe, who also found themselves confronted by a deeper, darker reality than that described by theories of the maternal bond and the narrative of “lost” children. The abandonment of infants by their mothers was matched in seriousness by the cases of neglect witnessed on a regular basis by welfare workers. One example observed was the mother of a child born in the Wildflecken DP camp who “took no interest in him, neglected him completely and was offering to give him away to any who would accept the responsibility.”49 Another mother, whose child was born in Italy in a DP camp after the war, had endured the murder of both parents, and internment first in Dachau and then in Auschwitz, before escaping to Italy at the end of the war. Now remarried and pregnant again, she appeared to want nothing to do with her son, Carlo. “The mother took no interest in her child.… She has gone through so much horror that I really believe she is past caring for anything.”50

Children as unloved as Carlo seemed to confirm fears that the “maternal instinct” of DP mothers had suffered, in the words of IRO child care officer Yvonne de Jong, “a serious decline.”51 The degeneration of motherhood and femininity caused by the war, in the view of contemporaries, undermined ideals of the nuclear family and policy directives stressing the importance of family reunification.52 Carlo and his younger brother, Sergio, had spent their early years fostered to a poor Italian farming family, where Sergio died before he turned three. Carlo, meanwhile, had been returned by the family and in mid-1950 was in IRO care. In 1951, he was brought to the attention of Theodora Allen, the representative of the U.S. Committee for the Care of European Children, based in Munich. Allen was determined to have Carlo registered as an orphan, which would entitle him to immigrate to America and be put up for adoption. “It is evident that Carlo had never been loved by his mother and she is very ashamed of his birth.” His one remaining parent was thus incapable of providing care for him, and Maria’s new husband could not be expected to be legally responsible for a child born to another man. “Carlo’s mother had never wanted him,” she wrote, “and because of her rejection of him, it is evident that she would not be able to give Carlo the love and national security which every child needs.”53

It seems evident that there was little hope of ever reuniting Carlo with his mother. Such cases confirmed the sad truth, in the eyes of DP social workers, that some mothers were unfit. But the notion of unfit mothers already had a long history in Britain and the United States, where most of the welfare workers based in postwar Europe had been schooled. Concerns about the damage caused by war to women’s maternal instincts coalesced with older moral certainties about legitimate motherhood, which classified some mothers as entitled to their children, but not other mothers, particularly those that were single, unwed, and poor. This was part of a longer history of family intervention that had been going on for a century. Shurlee Swain and Margot Hillel locate the modern origins of official and state-sanctioned practices of child removal, under the guise of “child rescue,” for certain groups of children across the Western world to the middle of the nineteenth century, when the idea of the child as the property of the father, as producer and laborer, shifted toward an ideal of the child as future citizen.54 As discussed below, the unsuccessful fights of two mothers, Anastayzia and Maria, to have their DP children returned to them are bracketed by this twentieth-century phenomenon of “unwanted mothers,” often disadvantaged and poor, whose “needy” children were viewed as needing salvation and rescue by the state and other agents of authority.55

Maria T. fought a long battle to be reunited with her son Roman. He was born in 1938, and from that moment onward, his life was contoured by violence, hunger, exile, and loss. At two years old, he was deported along with his parents, Maria and Boleslaw, to Siberia. Although Roman’s file does not clarify why his family was deported, it is likely that they were part of the mass deportations in 1940 and 1941 that removed around 315,000 Polish citizens from the territory of eastern Poland annexed by the Soviet Union.56 From there, they left for Iran, the only escape route out of the Soviet Union at this time. It is likely that they left with the Polish “Anders” army, as the 123 children of the Tengeru group did.57 The Anders army was created after an amnesty negotiated between Joseph Stalin and the Polish government-in-exile in London enabled the release of General Wladyslaw Anders from a Moscow prison and other Polish citizens held in camps and settlements. Around 115,000 soldiers and their families went to Iran with Anders in a first wave in March, followed by a second group a few months later, establishing transit settlements on the outskirts of the capital, Tehran.58

By 1945, Roman’s parents had separated. Maria had taken up with a man consistently described as “an Armenian” in later official accounts by the IRO. Boleslaw, meanwhile, took Roman in 1945 and went, along with other Polish military families, to Beirut, where they remained. Roman’s father, “a drunkard and of generally bad behavior,” was admitted to the Polish Hospital, where he hanged himself in 1948.59 After that, Roman was sent to a Polish boarding school on the city’s outskirts, but he was brought to the attention of the IRO when the Polish teacher in charge of the school decided to return home to Poland and did not want the responsibility of Roman any longer. Joan Hastings-Hungerford, the IRO child welfare officer stationed in Beirut, wrote to the chief of the IRO Child Welfare division in Geneva, Yvonne de Jong, noting that they were trying to locate Roman’s mother, but that there was a “slim hope” of finding her. Roman himself was against repatriation to Poland, “in so far as a child of this age is able to express views of his own,” and there was a chance that he could go to Canada with the CIAS. If, she continued, “Roman’s mother—who in any case does not appear to be a very desirable person—has not been found, then it would certainly be ‘in the best interests’ of the child to emigrate to Canada.”60

IRO policy clearly dictated that Roman should be repatriated to Poland, and de Jong was irritated that any suggestion to the alternative had been put in writing in the first place.61 “I would not dare put in writing that Geneva is willing to include this child in one of the emigration schemes for children, since he is of determined nationality and therefore Polish.” Such maneuvers required more subterfuge: if, instead, Lane had written that Roman had tried to run away or commit suicide upon being told he was going to Poland, there would be more freedom to make an alternative plan. Irritated, de Jong had a verbal conversation with the Beirut IRO office and presented Roman’s case to the director of the CIAS, Father Marrocco. Things then moved quickly. In 1950, Roman was shipped first to Italy and then to Canada with nine other Catholic orphans under the guardianship of Father Marrocco and the CIAS.

Three months after his departure to Canada, Geneva received a request from the Polish consulate in Tehran on behalf of one Maria T., who was looking for her son. A signed letter from Maria was included in the request. She had only just learned of her husband’s death that year and was now desperate to be reunited with Roman. “As Roman’s mother,” she wrote, “I cannot permit that my son wanders about in camps or institutions where he can find a home with his mother.”62 At this stage, both Maria and the consulate were clearly unaware that Roman was already living in Canada with a foster family. “We give full support to her request and kindly ask you to arrange for the son to join his mother as soon as possible,” the consular letter concluded. The request reached the desk of the director of IRO Resettlement and Repatriation, P. Jarrell, who immediately contacted intelligence agent Colonel H. J. Underwood, in Tehran, and asked him to do some digging. Why had the mother waited till now? What was her living situation? Who was the “Armenian,” and why were they not married? Jarrell was worried. The IROs defiance of Poland’s wish to have its wards repatriated back to Poland had already become a source of considerable political controversy, and then there was the fact that the mother had not even been traced in the first place.

Maria was easily found, and Underwood described his talk with her as “long and amicable.” She was, he reported, “a working class woman” who was “out of work for some time now. She co-habits with an Armenian of doubtful character who is also out of work.” She had had three more children with him. In conclusion, Underwood confirmed that Maria “is quite amenable to her first child remaining in Canada, if he is happy and contented.” It soon became apparent that Underwood was lying, and that he had, in fact, attempted to bully her into writing a statement relinquishing her son, something Maria refused to do. A few days later, she returned to the Polish consulate, asking once more for help to have her son returned to her. “There is no doubt that this woman is a communist sympathizer,” Underwood next wrote angrily to Jarrell. The Polish consulate, meanwhile, accused Underwood of “obstructionism, rudeness and extreme unwillingness” in his dealings with Maria in its own letter to the IRO.

Maria continued to push for her son’s return, writing her own letter to Geneva in January 1951, in which she begged the IRO to cover the cost of Roman’s journey from Canada to Iran. As a refugee from the last war, she was without savings, she wrote. “Being his mother, I want to have my son with me, and I should be deeply grateful to all willing and compassionate people who could help me in this matter.”63 But the case continued to drag on, without resolution. Eleven months later, Jarrell wrote to the IRO in Canada asking IRO officer Hector Allard to update him on the situation. Under international law, he reminded Allard, Roman should be returned to his mother. “However, from a welfare point of view and in the best interests of the child, we have considerable reservations concerning this reunion.” Maria had “deserted her husband,” and her living arrangements with the Armenian were of uncertain legal status. Moreover, she was “unattractive and of the charwoman class,” he wrote.64

Allard had no intention of allowing Roman to return, in any case. “The reaction of the Catholic Immigrant Aid Society (CIAS) who are the legal guardian in this case,” he wrote to Jarrell, “has been that because of the circumstances under which the mother appears to live in Iran and the obvious uncertainty of the child’s future if sent back to his mother that it would be very unfair on purely humanitarian grounds to deprive Roman T. of a normal future in Canada.”65 Father Marrocco wrote that the Catholic Church “would fight to the last ditch in preventing this boy being returned to his mother.” Because of the excellent opportunities now given to him by his foster family, he was going to make “an outstanding citizen.”66

The Child Search file for Roman held by the IRO contains a letter Maria wrote, which the IRO promised to send to him on her behalf. “My very dear little son Roman,” it begins,


only very recently I learned by simple coincidence that your father died, and you were sent nobody knows where. Immediately after I started my enquiries but it is not so easy. Apparently you are now in Canada; I have learned all that through the Polish Consulate in Teheran. You have no idea how happy I was because for so many years I didn’t have any news about you. My heart was yearning for you, because you are my own Son and I am your own Mother. Perhaps you already forgot me, and do not even want to know me. However, I never denied you, only my life with your father has been worse than hell, and I had to go away. Nevertheless, it is already the past and I am free, and the most important thing is that I have found you. From now on we will never separate again, isn’t it true, my dearest one?



She had a new family now, but her husband and Roman’s new brothers and sisters asked about him every day. “My dear son, I would like so much to have you near me, so, please, write me whether you would like to come here to join your own Mother.”67 The letter was sent to Father Marrocco in Canada to be handed to Roman, but it is unlikely he ever received it.

Alexander S. was an eight-month-old baby when his mother left him at a hospital. By the time he left the hospital, he was officially an unaccompanied child under the care of UNRRA and was sent to live in a children’s home in a DP camp where he came under the care of a Polish couple living in the camp. By 1949, the couple had secured visas for Australia and wanted to legally adopt Alexander and take him with them. Ideally, they needed the mother’s consent. By this time, stricter adoption policies were in place—unlike at the time of Elizaveta’s adoption, which was secured by the simple act of a signature by an officer in the DP camp where she was living. Now the IRO was obliged to find Alexander’s birth mother. A long search eventually identified her as Anastayzia S. from a small village in the Ukraine, who had come to Germany as a forced laborer at eighteen along with her younger sister. Alexander was conceived in late 1944, and it is clear from his birth certificate that his father was also a forced laborer, from Yugoslavia, working at the same farm as Anastayzia.

In 1948, Anastayzia left for England on the Westward Ho Scheme, which recruited mainly young, unattached DPs in Europe to work in the United Kingdom; workers without dependents were preferred. Men were needed in the mines, agriculture, and the construction industry, while women were recruited for the traditional female industries of textiles, health services, and domestic service.68 Like Australia at this time, British migration policy favored white migrants from Europe, believed to be more “easily assimilable than non-Europeans,” thus ensuring the exclusion of non-white Africans and Asians from British dominions.69 Jews were also excluded from the scheme. Ukrainians like Anastayzia made up the largest group of DP workers, followed by Poles, Latvians, Yugoslavians, Lithuanians, and Estonians. “These were mainly the jobs that British workers shunned, because of the low wages, dirty working conditions, physical demands or the health risks associated with them,” writes Johannes Dieter-Steinert.70 Although it is unclear what Anastayzia’s employment in Britain was, after working for three months she was struck with a painful form of rheumatoid arthritis and hospitalized. By the time the IRO tracked her down with the help of the Association of Ukrainians in Great Britain, she had been in hospital care for seventeen months.

Alexander’s file certainly raises the question about how much his mother, Anastayzia, knew of her son’s whereabouts, or whether she thought she was leaving him temporarily in care, or whether she even knew he was alive. There is no explanation as to why she left him where and when she did. What is evident, however, is that once she learned of his whereabouts from her hospital bed, she became determined to get him back. Alexander was three years old by this stage. Theodore D., secretary of the Ukrainian association, visited Anastayzia in the hospital and recounted his visit to the IRO. “It appears that Miss Anna S. has been very unfortunate.” At times her illness made it “almost impossible for her to move.” But, he continued, “she longs for her child and is anxious for his return to her when she can leave hospital and make a home for him.”71 It may well be, though Theodore D. does not say this, that this was the first time Anastayzia had had news of Alexander since his birth.

Over the next few months, Theodore continued to visit and press the case for Anastayzia to relinquish her claim to Alexander. “It seems hardly possible that she will ever be able to make a proper home for her small son and look after or provide for him,” he wrote to the IRO. “There is just no reasonable prospect of mother and child being brought together again and the mother being in condition to take normal care of her child. Quite apart from the mother’s constant suffering and inability it would hardly be fair to give a small child to the care of a dependent invalid.”72 Anastayzia continued to hold out, resisting his pressure to sign the adoption papers. Theodore D. apologized to the IRO for the delay. Anastayzia, he wrote, “has been extremely reluctant to let her boy go for good.” But six months later, in May 1951, he was finally able to provide a signed statement by Anastayzia agreeing to her son’s adoption. This was clearly a formality, as the adoption had informally taken place months before. By this stage, Alexander had already been living in Australia with his new parents for four months. Theodore D. concluded his letter by thanking the IRO for all it had done “to ensure our little compatriot a fair start in life.”73

D.’s final comment hints at the Cold War politics that often underpinned the savage tug-of-war over children in this period. East European governments and their agencies actively sought the return of their young nationals, and the IRO was officially committed to assisting with their repatriation, though in practice less so, as we have seen. Anti-Communist activists in the DP camps and their allies overseas were just as invested in the future of displaced children, and their politics continued in the places of emigration. Ukrainian DPs were particularly vociferous in their opposition to repatriation, and “stood in the vanguard of the antirepatriation movement” among DPs. But not all of them were unwilling to go home. Voluntary repatriation appealed to some who had been forcibly deported to Germany and saw their time there as temporary.74 While we will never know the content of their conversations, it may be that Anastayzia discussed returning home when she was better, taking her son with her—a position the Ukrainian association’s secretary would have opposed.

The original search for Alexander’s mother, Anastayzia, which began in 1949, started a paper trail that was to last the rest of his life. Decades later, on his mother’s Australian deathbed, Alexander learned the truth of his adoption, prompting a search for his natural birth mother in the 1980s. He died without solving the mystery of his birth mother, but what the archives show is that his mother did not give him up willingly. His search coincided with a broader movement among those seeking clarification about their birth parents. “Where do I come from? Why must we ask that?” asks Ramona Koval of her own search for clues to her origins. Koval knew only that she came from the remnant Jewish population of Poland, “the Yiddish-speaking, orthodox-practicing population of the stetls.” Her mother, a child survivor of the Holocaust, had been too traumatized to speak of her history. Of her birth father, she knew nothing. “But say I could know as much as I wanted to know: what would it mean? What does it mean to people who can trace their roots back? How much does it connect you to a person you may have directly descended from? What does it matter for four generations? Five? And then what?”75

These were defining questions in the last two decades of the twentieth century, coinciding with a newfound awareness of the crimes of the Second World War and, more broadly, the brutal separation of families by state authorities across the Western world in the twentieth century. In Australia, alongside the vast numbers of mainly poor, single, young, white women who were forced to give up their babies for adoption, there were also many thousands of Aboriginal families who had had their children systematically removed to be trained as menial laborers and assimilated into “White Australia”; this practice continued as late as the early 1970s, and, some argue, continues in other subtler forms of intervention today.76 There were also child migrants, mainly from Britain and mainly either born of single mothers or orphans, who were brought out on child migration schemes to be housed in various state-funded religious homes in rural Australia.77 In all of these cases, children’s removal was legitimized by the moral prerogative of “rescue” from deviant families and unproductive lives. A series of government inquiries and royal commissions outlined the terrible psychological damage to children caused by these practices, leading to a number of national apologies in the twenty-first century.78 It also led to new legislation around the rules of adoption and the formation of organizations that could assist birth parents and their children in making contact.

The drive to create some kind of authentic, unbroken self-narrative—to “connect,” as Koval puts it, to the past—also led to an explosion of memoirs and of web- and print-based genealogy self-help guides, and to the popularity of television programs like Who Do You Think You Are? The quest to glean the truth of personal origins became the great detective story of the late twentieth century in Western society. It also cemented the Holocaust in Western memory as the greatest act of assault on the family in history. Its victims, in this narrative, were primarily Jewish. It is only in the past two decades or so that a growing awareness of the experiences of forced laborers of Eastern Europe, and their children, has begun to infiltrate this narrative.

In 1986, Alexander’s search for his parental origins led him to the Australian Red Cross Tracing Service, which, immediately after the Second World War, became Australia’s officially recognized tracing agency for lost family members following war, conflict, and disaster. The Australian Red Cross sent an inquiry to the Alliance of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in Moscow because Alexander knew that his birth mother had been of Polish Ukrainian origin. They also sent inquiries through the Polish, German, and British agencies of the Red Cross, as well as the ITS. Sadly, Alexander’s tracing case was closed in 1987, and he was informed that his mother was not able to be located. In 1995, Alexander tried to reopen the case, without success. In 2006 he died.

But the ITS archive tells a very different story from the version given to Alexander throughout the last twenty years of his life. His case file reveals that the British Red Cross had indeed located Anastayzia in 1986, when he had first requested a search. The ITS wrote to the Australian Red Cross after Alexander’s death. “In response to your request from 1986 filed on behalf of the meanwhile deceased son of the sought person, the British Red Cross provided us with the confidential information then that the above-named had been found, but did not consent to release her address. Her reasons at the time: she is very happily married, and her husband is not aware of her having a son in Australia. She still thinks of and prays for her son every day. However, she is not strong and could not cope with the situation if he suddenly appeared on her doorstep!”79 The Red Cross Tracing Service has an obligation to respect a sought person’s wish for privacy. As I explore further in chapter 7, if a sought person did not wish to be found, it was common practice to inform the searcher that the person he or she was looking for could not be located. Perhaps this seemed the more compassionate thing to do. We can only wonder whether Alexander may have had some peace knowing his mother fought to keep him all those years ago and did not simply abandon him without a backward glance. There does not seem to be evidence that Alexander included his father in his tracing search, probably because he did not know his name. But if we dig a little deeper into the archive, Alexander’s father’s DP records reveal a strikingly handsome man who left for Australia in 1950. In a final tragic twist to this story, he settled in Newcastle, just outside Sydney, an hour’s drive from the place where Alexander grew up and lived for most of his life.

There are many questions about Alexander’s family history, as well as those of the other children in this chapter, about which we can only speculate. The archive, as Carolyn Steedman has written, only gives us “stories caught half way through: the middle of things; discontinuities.”80 In Alexander’s story we have a few more pieces of the puzzle, and we can now recognize that both Anastayzia and Maria were subjected to the stigmatization and pressures placed on unwed mothers in this period, coerced into adopting their “illegitimate” babies out. Until the 1980s, having a baby out of wedlock was widely condemned and often shrouded in secrecy and shame.81 As we will see in the next chapter, other babies were subjected to another kind of shame and secrecy that played out in devastating ways in DP migration patterns. Just as some mothers were deemed unfit to reclaim their children, there were some children who were viewed as unentitled to their mothers.
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THE CHILDREN LEFT BEHIND


In 1949, Julia A. registered with the International Refugee Organization (IRO) at the displaced persons (DP) camp of Hellbrunn in Salzburg, Austria. She had arrived with her three-year-old daughter, also named Julia, from Hungary, part of the wave of refugees that had begun streaming into Austria and Germany from 1946 as the Cold War deepened in Central and Eastern Europe. Originally from Poland, she had spent the last two years of the war as a forced laborer in Germany and had come to Hungary via the Russian zone of Germany with her husband at war’s end, where her daughter was born. At the beginning of 1947, her husband disappeared, presumably arrested by Soviet authorities. Two years later, Julia fled Communist Hungary, crossing into Austria, and immediately began the process of trying to emigrate to the West. Her efforts to do so were thwarted, however, by the medical condition of her daughter, who was unable to walk or eat without help and unable to speak; according to the medical officer in the camp, the child was not expected to live long.1 Julia refused to part from her, and as no resettlement country would accept her child, she was stuck.

In 1950, Julia became part of an estimated 170,000 DPs still in the full care of the organization as it was beginning the laborious process of winding down its operations and closing the DP camps.2 Louise Holborn calculated at least 25,000 of these were “institutional cases,” what she calls the “hard core proper”: those with little or no chance “of engaging in some useful calling that would prevent them from becoming a public charge on the country that might accept them.”3 This chapter examines the tragic dilemma faced by families with disabled children whose applications for resettlement out of the DP camps in Allied-occupied Europe were rejected during the IRO years of 1947–1952. Some, such as Julia, refused to separate from their children and were forced into an uncertain future in the local economy. Others, often under considerable pressure from the IRO, accepted offers of placement for their children in institutions before permanently emigrating thousands of miles away. Still others simply abandoned their sick children and left with no forwarding address.

The policies and practices of immigration by resettlement nations were instrumental in these decisions. As Maria Sophia Quine argues, this period was the apogee of an ideology of population “fitness,” in which democracies excluded a long list of undesirables, of which those considered to have mental or physical disabilities were at the top. Their exclusion from public life, either by segregation and internment or by means of immigration policies, was shared practice by modern governments across the political spectrum. There were, Quine writes, “profound parallels in the historical development of modern nations which gave rise to shared concerns about degeneration and depopulation and a common faith in population planning as the best way forward for governments.”4 Migration policies that hinted uncomfortably at a nationalist eugenics based on the “fit” body were central to the administration of DP medicine, as were cookie-cutter constructions of the suitably “useful” DP migrant family. Malcolm Proudfoot, a U.S. army officer stationed in occupied Europe who later produced a serious study on the subject of refugees, observed that “in spite of all the protestations of sympathy, the pivot of national immigration policies in almost all the countries was strictly practical and closely related to domestic labour requirements.”5 Those “uneconomic families,” with less-than-able members, struggled to find legitimacy as potential future citizens. Indeed, to be found to have tuberculosis or a mental deficiency was as damaging to one’s chances of a visa as being found to have collaborated with the Nazis, and sometimes more so.6

The IRO’s historian, Louise Holborn, devotes a full chapter in her official history to the issues of medical care. It was, she argues, a vast network of operations whose standard was largely driven by the strict criteria of the migration selection missions. Most refugees, she notes, were rejected by overseas selection missions on the grounds of health, and it was this imperative, to meet the selection criteria for a country abroad, that drove the elaborate system of medical surveillance and care.7 The doctors inspecting and assessing families came from a variety of backgrounds: in the IRO’s first year of operation, a staggering 2,500 refugee physicians and 2,000 refugee nurses worked in the DP medical centers, alongside a small skeleton staff of international medical personnel.8 This changed as time went on, partly because the IRO found that levels of care were wanting, and more international staff were employed. It was not unusual for a DP to go through at least two medical checks: one on entering the camp, and one on application for a visa, via a doctor supplied by the migrant selection missions of various overseas countries. Even before a DP passed selection, then, the construction of the migrant as economically “useful” determined the course of medical assessment.

Many contemporaries who witnessed the migration selection procedures in the DP camps commented on the blunt pragmatism of immigration countries that “picked the refugees they wished to receive,” with the result that “whole families gave up all idea of emigrating rather than leave behind a relative who had been rejected sometimes on account of some trivial physical ailment.”9 A film shot inside a DP camp in 1949 includes a scene of an interview of a DP family for immigration to the United States. “People like the Spinskys, what a fine family they are,” narrates Valerie Paling, the sympathetic camp director, off-screen as the camera pans across each of their faces. “Paul and the children, and Sonya his wife. And John, the oldest brother, one of our best workers. And mother. What a wonderful old lady. And Andreas the youngest of the three brothers. He’s blind. What a tragedy. And we can’t do anything for them. John, you are the head of the family, you must decide. You’ll have to leave Andreas behind but the rest of you can emigrate as a family group. What are you going to do? Perhaps you could send for him in year or two? It’s not so long. And think of the others.” As the family get up and leave the room, our narrator sighs. “No, they won’t do it. They just won’t split the family. And we’ll have to put them out to fend for themselves in Germany. It seems so unjust. They would have done well in a new country.”10

A humanitarian booklet produced by the IRO sought to appeal to the charity of individuals and organizations to open their pocketbooks and sponsor the remaining “hard core” refugees in Germany. DPs with “limited opportunities for resettlement” included those who had only a slight physical handicap but were otherwise healthy and strong, single women over forty and single men over forty-five, aged couples and oversize families with too many dependents, and widows with children. Then there were the rest: the “completely helpless,” those who needed permanent institutional care. One of these was Walentin, one of Danylo and Oksana L.’s three children. The family were caught in an Allied bomb attack on the train they were traveling in toward the end of the war.


The Ls were “lucky.” Danylo lost a hand and foot and young Walentin was blinded, but the entire family was still alive and together. They are hard-workers, the Ls’ Son Borys has been steadily employed as an auto-mechanic, his mother as a cleaning woman. Even father Danylo, now that he is recovered is back at the jobs he did in his native Ukraine—bookkeeper, clerk and weigher. But Walentin wonders if he was really lucky to escape that bombing raid five years ago. Because he is blind, his family is part of the IRO “hard core.” Unless some organization for the blind can help him, he will have condemned his family, however innocently, to a “displaced life.”11



Each of the families profiled in the booklet faced a terrible choice: should they leave their family member behind to immigrate overseas or remain in Europe, “unjustly condemned,” as poor Walentin’s family seemingly was? Unlike older handicapped family members who could sacrifice their own futures for the greater family good, younger children were unable to “free” their families, placing their parents in a bind. Mrs. U., for example, faced such a dilemma. Titled “Leave the Four Year Old Behind?” her story related the birth of her two children in a DP camp in Austria, and her husband’s sudden disappearance in 1947 under Soviet arrest. Tatjana, her daughter, had contracted a tubercular infection in her leg bone and was now labeled a “handicapped” child. “Should she and her young son, Oleg, accept an offer to resettle in a country overseas, even though the offer excludes her four year old Tatjana? Or should the mother keep the family together possibly condemning both children to a rootless existence in an unfriendly country?”

Such stories aimed to encourage the sympathy of individuals, organizations, and even governments to help, but they also reveal the way in which the migration policies of rich countries helped to shape and medicalize the refugee identity into binary categories of healthy/unhealthy and fit/unfit as key indicators of worth. Marie B. Wills, an IRO child care officer, explicitly named the problem faced by IRO officers in a sizable report documenting the results of two surveys undertaken to assess the extent and needs of mentally and physically handicapped children in IRO care. “One of the obstacles in carrying out the IRO function of repatriation and resettlement of displaced persons to countries able and willing to receive them has been the inability of many individuals to pass routine physical and mental examination for emigration,” she wrote. “These appraisals are means of estimating the applicant’s capacity to become productive and self supporting in the new country.”12 The surveys had identified two hundred children with a physical or mental disability, but she suspected that there were many more whose conditions were hidden from IRO medical and child care officers because of fear of rejection for emigration. “Since total families are sometimes rejected for emigration due to the failure of one or more children to meet the physical and mental requirements,” she noted, “such children create acute problems for themselves and their families.”

The stigmatization of disabled children as problems for both their families and the IRO became more acute as the IRO sought to wind down its operations on the continent and empty the DP camps. Julia A.’s file documents the growing impatience of her IRO case worker at Julia’s refusal to leave her daughter in an institution and accept an offer of emigration. “She has hoped to emigrate, and could have done so, and [sic] since she has a recognised skill which is in demand by the countries selecting refugees,” record the notes from one interview. “But she could never have consideration because of her steadfast refusal to be separated from her child, who, because of her mental state, will not be accepted for normal emigration.”13 As we have seen in previous chapters, Anglo-American welfare workers brought a host of new as well as old ideas about welfare to postwar Europe, in particular the championing of a particular form of rehabilitation that favored the reinstatement of women in the family space as mothers and wives. Paradoxically, however, parents, and particularly mothers, of disabled children had even this measure of power wrested from them. They could often be castigated by those same welfare advocates as selfish and unrealistic if they refused to leave their children behind.

This deadlock was duplicated in a number of other cases documented by the IRO of families with children diagnosed as mentally or physically handicapped.14 Like Julia, Anatolij I. also refused to give up his six-year-old daughter. An auto mechanic by trade, Anatolij was born in Poland and was sent into forced labor in Vienna along with his wife in 1941. At the end of the war, they registered at the DP camp in Salzburg, where he worked for the Americans as a driver. In 1948 his wife died, leaving him alone with two daughters, one just a baby. The youngest was adopted out legally to another DP family, but his other daughter, Eugenia, described as “mentally and physically retarded,” remained with him. His case is unusual in that, as we will see in the rest of this chapter, it was usually mothers rather than fathers who held out against coercion to relinquish their disabled child. Anatolij had refused every offer of resettlement that involved separation from Eugenia. This was “a tragic case enough in itself, but still more tragic by the fact that it prevented the young and capable father from using any resettlement opportunities offered by IRO,” an IRO officer noted in his report.15 “Mr I. is an intelligent worker: he understands his position in case he does not separate from his child yet he still refuses to do so. He is very much attached to his daughter whom, according to his own statement, he nurses himself when he is out of work.”16 In 1951, aged seven or eight, Eugenia died, after which her father left for the United States.

These acts of resistance against demands to separate from children actually appear quite heroic when seen in the context of the pressures of emigration for remaining DPs. By late 1949, pressure on DP families to release their handicapped children so that the rest could emigrate increased. “To date, we have had 40 mentally defective children reported,” wrote child care officer Eleanor Ellis to the IRO Child Welfare division chief Marie D. Lane in mid-1949. Of this number, “there is indication that in 26 cases the families would take advantage of the opportunity to place the defective child so the rest of the family can emigrate.”17 The letter noted, however, that they were aware of a number of other families that had not yet agreed to release their disabled children to the IRO: “As the families come before the commission, however, and they are faced by the cold, hard fact that these children are not acceptable for emigration, I believe more families will be forced to reverse their present decision, which will increase the number for whom placement is desired.”18

What this meant, in practice, was consent by the families to allow their children to be sent to an institution in one of the countries that had accepted the IRO’s offer of a small grant to assist with their institutional care or to remain in institutions in their countries of first refuge: Germany, Austria, or Italy. Belgium took the largest number of children categorized as “mentally deficient,” under the care of Caritas Catholica, some of whom remained there for their entire lives.19 These were usually the milder cases. Vernant noted that the Catholic charity was particularly concerned with the older and the abnormal children, “who were very often an impediment to the emigration of whole families, and some of whom but for its intervention might have been placed in totally unsuitable mental hospitals.”20 Norway and Sweden were two other countries that responded to the IRO’s appeal, taking blind and deaf children. But countries willing to assist were few, and those that did only agreed to take a small number. “As the IRO approaches the conclusion of its operation we are becoming increasingly anxious regarding the future of children needing, and presently being given, institutional care by the IRO,” Ernest Grigg, field services director of the IRO, wrote to the Belgium office. “At the same time offers by sponsoring agencies willing to undertake their continuing care are also few in number.”21

The giving up of children by their parents was often seen by child welfare workers as a way of giving other children in the family a fair chance in life. “Very urgent!” is written and underlined under the family name of a sixteen-year-old Polish girl called Janina in a list of cases needing attention for family resettlement overseas: “The family was accepted for USA except for Janina who was rejected because of mental defects. The mother will release her completely and would even consent to Janina’s repatriation if no other plan can be made. The family (in Germany) consists of the mother, who is a widow, a son aged 21, Janina, aged 16, and three children aged 10 years to 6 years. It will be very unfortunate if this family is deprived of the possibility to resettle.”22 It was common for IRO relief officers to use the futures of other healthy children in a family to press their case for institutionalization of disabled children. “Mr and Mrs S. had an opportunity for emigration to USA, but were rejected because of the condition of Oedon,” wrote another. “They asked that placement be found for Oedon, in order that they might give their other children some promise for the future.”23 As Christine Schmidt van der Zanden writes, the thick case file of the family, held in the International Tracing Service (ITS) archives, “provides a vivid, heart-wrenching account of their attempt to secure passage.”24 Else S., of Hungarian Jewish descent, had survived Auschwitz, Markkleeberg, and Terezin; her husband had endured three years of forced labor. The decision to relinquish custody rights of their son did not come easily to Oedon’s parents, and the phrasing of this final report, with its reference to the need to give their other two children some promise for the future, indicates a position on the part of the parents that may not have started off as their own.

These files illustrate the terrible strain on refugee families from the emigration process. The L.’s were rejected by Australia because of their son, Gabor: “The family is unfit because the child is a mongolian idiot,” their emigration file stated. It would be best, the parents were told, if Gabor went to a “home for mental children.” Ervin L., the father, agreed, according to the IRO officer. “Mr L. feels that if they stay in Austria with the child, they actually will never be in a position to help him and they do not better his condition by staying with him.”25 The file records the slow disintegration of their marriage, Ervin threatening divorce if his wife, Ilona, refused to part with the child. Ilona remained steadfast in her refusal. “I got a divorce from my husband so that he could emigrate, because I did not want to hinder him with the sick child. Our divorce was made with the remark that one should not make difficulties to the other at the separate immigration,” she apparently told the IRO officer.26 Ilona would consent to her child being taken to an institution for sick children, but only if she could go too. Yet almost one year later, a report from the IRO requested institutional placement for Gabor, because Ilona had changed her mind and the family had now agreed to separate from him permanently. As the welfare officer noted, emigration promised the possibility for the parents to “salvage something of a future out of the depressing experiences of the past few years.”27

Yet there were also rare moments of victory for parents against the pressure of medical experts, social workers, and migration officials. In one notable case, the parents of a girl called Martha O. told IRO officials that they were leaving her behind with the mother’s sister in Austria until placement could be found for her, and left for the United States. But in fact, they had effectively smuggled Martha with them, swapping her identity with that of their other daughter, and leaving the healthy daughter behind, to be sent for when they arrived. “The ruse was discovered at the point of embarkation,” a letter to the IRO head office in Geneva reported. But the child was eventually allowed to stay, with the help of a sponsoring agency; “and it now remains only to correct the CM/1 (official) information accordingly, so that the normal child left behind can join them under her own name.”28

Other children were simply left stranded, and it was up to the IRO to find solutions for them. On July 23, 1950, the IRO welfare board met to consider the case of a girl in its care. Born in 1938 and presumed to be Ukrainian, she had come to Germany with her mother in 1942, but her mother had disappeared during the journey. “Nina was cared for by foster parents until they decided to emigrate to Australia. She could not meet the medical standards to be included in the family group so was transferred to a DP children’s home where she is living at present. Her health is generally good and she is a girl of natural intelligence. She is, however, subject to seizures of an epileptic type and is unacceptable to any present scheme of resettlement for unaccompanied children.”29

The board recommended that she be considered for any special scheme of placement that should eventuate, and in the end she was placed with Caritas in Belgium, departing with a group of “mentally deficient children” on November 28, 1950. She was put into the care of a Belgian family, who was given the option of fostering her. But in a bizarre series of events, a few days after her arrival her prospective Belgian foster mother apparently took Nina on a tram into town, and then got off the tram without her. “The tram journey ended near the Russian embassy, and well-meaning passengers handed over the child to the Russian embassy,” a report consequently explained. “The lady in question then visited the Russian Embassy, where the child was being regaled with food and toys. The Russian officials stated that as the child was Russian, the lady had no status in this regard, and that the child wanted to return to Russia.”30

It is likely that this is what happened. The Soviet Union practiced a blanket policy of mandatory universal repatriation toward Soviet citizens, including those who came from the territories annexed by the Russians that had been Polish before the war. Alongside the forced repatriation of those they considered war criminals, collaborators, and traitors, ordinary DPs were subject to a policy of what Sheila Fitzpatrick has termed “soft” repatriation.31 DPs were to be “convinced” to return home: the image of Nina being regaled with toys and food was a nice example of these methods of persuasion. Moreover, “the Soviets wanted all of their citizens back, indiscriminately.”32 This included common criminals, the sick, and the insane. In the case of the mentally ill, the IRO reluctantly handed them over, as it was one way of resolving the “hard core” numbers on its hands. But when it came to children, there may have been more reluctance to comply with Soviet demands. Still, it appears that not much more was done in Nina’s case; as she was not a citizen of Belgium, the authorities there were powerless to act. She remained in the Russian embassy until she was undoubtedly shipped back to Russia.

These cases were probably more common than the archival sources reveal, which naturally tend to be skewed toward those cases when parents fought back and thus had more extensive encounters with the officers of the IRO. These left paper trails. A simple line in a list of names could also be revealing, however. “Mother, only member of family, wishes to resettle but unable to until plan made for Maria’s permanent care,” reads one, under the name of “Maria S., 7, F, Polish Ukrainian, Idiot.”33 “Father in Australia, mother and second child unable to join him until plan can be made for Elga,” reads another under “Elga V., 5, F, Latvian, Mikrocephalie.”34 Augent S., two years old, in a list of children awaiting placement in Belgium, is described as a “Polish Jewess unaccompanied child,” whose father had emigrated to Israel. “Actually abandoned child,” the report notes, “guardian appointed and consented to child’s resettlement in Belgium.”35

What did these labels actually mean? Marie Wills found that diagnoses ranged from “the vague label of ‘debilitas’ to such psychiatric terms as ‘schizophrenic.’ Other descriptions used were ‘Mongolian, mild degree,’ ‘Mentally retarded,’ ‘deficient,’ ‘ineducable,’ ‘high grade mentally deficient,’ ‘feeble minded,’ ‘psychic debilitant.’ ”36 None of these terms, she noted, were particularly meaningful. Other terms, as we have seen, included “idiot” or “defective,” labels that could cover a wide range of medical conditions, some of them more serious or long term, but others temporary or mild. Idiocy, for example, could mean anything from Down syndrome to a child gone mute from war trauma.37 “It is interesting to note,” wrote child care officer E. A. Riexinger to her area director, Eleanor Ellis, of her observation of migration selection missions, “that where the mental debility is only slight, physical appearance i.e. crossed eyes and other uninspiring facial and bodily characteristics seem to affect the commissions’ decisions adversely, on cases which might otherwise get by.”38

It is frightening to consider that many of the children diagnosed with conditions such as mental retardation, or “debilitas,” may not have been suffering from anything other than post-traumatic stress disorder. As Marie Wills felt compelled to emphasize in her report, as “all of these children have been uprooted from their home countries and have gone through a series of traumatic experiences during the war, it is understandable that some of their mental problems may be situational rather than innate.” Some had had no opportunities to learn. Others, she explained, had “parents who are so emotionally disturbed they have little to give their children in the way of training and intelligent care. Many have never known the stimulating environment of normal community life.” Nor were there trained psychologists or psychiatrists among the doctors in the DP camps making these diagnoses, and had there been, it is unlikely that a single test would be accepted as “the sole criteria for definitively labelling a young child as mentally deficient.”39 Dr. Hildegard Durfee, a psychologist who had visited the IRO children’s home at Bad Aibling in May 1949, also cautioned against trusting the assessments of young untrained doctors:


A young doctor attached to a Consulate often does not dare risk passing a case that to him presents a very outward earmark of, let us say, mental deficiency. A little boy of eight named Kostanty, for instance, with whom I spent an hour on my last visit to Bad Aibling, had thus been turned down with a recommendation that he be placed (“for several years”) in institutional care. He does indeed make a rather slow, awkward retarded impression; could not (or would not) at first sign even his name under the picture of the man and the house I persuaded him to draw for me, and even when he did, black lettered it laboriously and had to be helped, and encouraged, to finish his signature. Mentally deficient? Emotionally blocked? In need of glasses? Of physical attention? Never given adequate schooling? Who can say? But I did learn that when he was presented to the doctor who had turned him down at the Consulate, it was just after a move to another Children’s Center and in company with a bright child who happened never to have been in anything but a private family, so that the contrast between the two was painful. Also, Kostanty’s little suit (still the same one!) was much too small for him, hunching his shoulders together, causing his arms to dangle unnaturally at his sides, thus contributing to the impression of awkwardness and dullness.



That Kostanty might not be handicapped, as the “young doctor” had perfunctorily labeled him, had also become apparent to a child care worker in the DP children’s home the year before. Kostanty and other children were given two-week stays with army families who had agreed to take children into their homes. After the visit, Kostanty had returned “literally ‘another boy’—beaming, full of talk, almost lively,” according to his housemother. “That was a year ago. He still remembers that home, still cries he wants to ‘go back to Heidelberg.’ ”40

The case of Janis, a three-year-old child, also exposed the dubious authority of the doctors making these assessments, and the uncertainty around whether children who seemed to have mental problems were permanently affected or simply responding to their environment. Janis was rejected for emigration to the United States because he was assessed as being “mentally retarded, debilitas.” His parents and three siblings had all been accepted, but they refused to part from him. Instead, his father sought help to have him assessed at a university clinic. Five months later, a psychiatrist wrote the following report: “After very thorough and neurological examination, I testify that the child in question is generally sound. His development has not been up to the normal but this will probably become better as he grows up. It is possible that the underfunctioning of the thyroid glands is playing a part. The child has been given medication for the thyroid condition with good success. This treatment ought to be continued as his father said the child was born three months prematurely, and this might be the reason for his underdevelopment.”41

Janis continued to improve. The child care officer assigned to the family’s case reported that he was “sociable and sufficiently alert for his age” and gave “the impression of being a normal child.” The family was consequently accepted for emigration, Janis included. But more children than not fell through the cracks of the overcrowded and understaffed DP camps and the local medical clinics that were equally stretched. Michael, a twelve-year-old Polish boy, was also one who could have benefited from dedicated attention: “[He] has suffered from a muscular condition since he was 6. It has now progressed to a degree that he is only able to lie in a bed or sit in a chair. His intellect appears to be normal, although he cannot read or write. The Child Care officer reports: ‘Our efforts to teach him to read failed for want of time, personnel and appropriate surroundings.’ ” This critical lack of resources and expertise meant that many children that could have been helped were not. In 1950 Caritas Catholica, the Belgian organization that took a number of disabled children into its care, toured the DP camps in Germany. Its officers found “very young children, abandoned, scared.”42 But they also found parents who had not recognized a deficiency in their children until it was revealed to them by the emigration camp doctors. Of the seventy mentally handicapped children assessed by the Catholic organization, the report stated that with early diagnosis and treatment, at least sixty could have become “normal.”43

Some families sought the help of local doctors in Germany and Austria in their efforts to keep their children in the family, often in the face of resistance from IRO doctors who saw no chance for improvement. Lesia B., who had one brother and was the younger of two daughters, came from a family of Ukrainian origin. Now in a DP camp, the family had received an offer of emigration to the United States for the parents and two older children, but Lesia, described as “mentally deficient” and an “idiot” in the file, was not acceptable under the 1917 American Immigration Act. “Prognosis: very limited chances of improvement, if any” is handwritten in her IRO file, and a health certificate issued by the resettlement placement service further expanded this opinion: “There is no fitness for work, although, should the child survive, it might later be trained to do simple mechanical tasks in an institution for this kind of case.”44 Under the heading “General Impression,” the IRO welfare officer who interviewed her father, Nestor, noted that he appeared to be “a simple, worried man who … is reluctant to give up hope of being accepted. He says an Austrian doctor told him there was some hope of recovery.” However, according to his interviewer, “the child seems to be a rather hopeless case.”

The family continued valiantly to resist separation, forcing the IRO welfare officer to conclude: “Her parents hope that she will be able to attend school, but this seems very improbable. As in most of these unfortunate cases her parents are more attached to the abnormal child than to their other 2 children who are very good-looking and clever. They would never consent to separating from this child.”45 But after undergoing medical testing and treatment, Lesia seemed to show signs of improvement, learning to walk and to speak simple words, much to her family’s delight and hope for further improvement. And yet, in April 1951, the family agreed to resettle Lesia in Belgium. “Feelings of responsibility toward the two older children now has caused the parents to consider a separation, and agree to her institutional placement.”46 It appears that a few months later, after agreeing to send Lesia to Belgium but without yet any offer of resettlement, the father died, leaving the fractured family in limbo.

Marie Wills’s report was written with a view to establishing a program of psychiatric and psychological services that could meet the acute needs of children at Bad Aibling. She recounted the case of one boy, an adolescent child, who had been brought to the IRO Child Search team by a man who had picked him up on the side of the highway. He was an orphan, and after losing his foster parent at some point in his young life, he was left alone. “Since that time he has lived in a number of countries in a variety of children’s centers and institutions. At no place has he felt at home.” He ended up at the Bad Aibling Children’s Village in 1949. “At the Village, where he has been living for about a year, his workers find him a restless, anxious, insecure child who has already become a chain smoker and who tries to obtain alcohol. They know that his attention cannot be held, and that he is failing to make use of the educational and recreational opportunities at the Village. However, case worker’s observation alone cannot determine whether this boy is mentally limited or if his life experiences have left him in such a state of conflict that he is unable to use the normal intelligence which they suspect he possesses.”47

Similarly, Maria, a sixteen-year-old Ukrainian girl who lived with her mother, two sisters, and a brother, also represented, in Wills’s opinion, an example of the need to provide specialized treatment. Maria had been diagnosed as “mentally retarded but educable” by an IRO officer, who noted that Maria had contracted meningitis in 1936, leaving her deaf and dumb. “Otherwise she seems to be quite healthy. At the present time she is doing seamstress work at home.” They had registered as a family to go to the United States, and the mother was resolved to keep Maria with her, “whatever the issue may be.” The IRO was already preparing a center to accept one hundred physically handicapped children at Mittenwald, and identified a much larger hospital facility at Goddelau, with twelve hundred beds, for the more severely disturbed—“hardly a cheery prospect,” in Lynn Nichols’s words.48

Wills firmly believed that children like Maria would benefit from vocational training of some sort. Yet, reading the files in the IRO archive, it is also clear that in their daily encounters with families, IRO officers tended to advocate for relinquishment of their disabled children and their institutionalization. Either they saw little hope of recovery or they felt that such recovery was only possible in the hands of experts. In a separate letter to Marie D. Lane, the chief officer of the IRO Child Welfare division, Wills assured Lane that despite the resistance of some families to give up their children, “Child Care Officers were endeavouring to interpret to such families the child’s need for institutional care and treatment in spite of their status.” Discussing the wisdom of placing children in institutional care, she wrote: “We have found all along that the parents of handicapped children have vacillated about placement. We believe that we may expect this to continue in the future, since such a decision is very difficult for families to make and requires continuous interpretation and counselling.”49

“Interpretation and counselling” generally meant intense pressure on the families who were resisting separation. Mothers seemed to be the ones who were the most in need of special counseling and the most intractable when it came to separating from their children. Frequently, mothers were targeted by relief workers for their intransigence. In an interview with Julia A. in September 1950, the IRO officer wrote that “the room Mrs A. lives in is extremely small and absolutely inadequate even for a single person not mentioning the child who is in need of special care; the child literally vegetates her days on the single bed which the mother and child have to share at night.” And yet, the officer wrote disapprovingly, she “stubbornly repeats that she never will part from her child even for a single day.”50 In the case of Wanda B., a three-year-old girl suffering from some unspecified “debilitas,” the child care officer noted that Wanda’s mother is “living only for this child, spends the greatest part of her time and care on Wanda. When one interviews her, she can talk for hours about her youngest one. Seems to observe every change in her health and behaviour. Her other children only receive little of her attention.”51 These criticisms leveled at mothers for focusing on the bad child while neglecting the good were not uncommon, in particular at those mothers unwilling to give up their one handicapped child for the benefit of their own future as well as those of their other children in the West.

Indeed, the argument of the cost to the well-being of the rest of the family by keeping the child was often made as forcefully as arguments that emphasized the cost to the family in their chances of emigration. In Wanda’s case, the father was willing to leave her behind in order to emigrate, but Wanda’s mother would agree to Wanda’s placement in an institution only as a last resort. On August 9, 1950, the family agreed, at the instigation of the IRO, to meet with the Belgium Selection Mission for the Caritas Resettlement Scheme in Munich at the Altersheim Hospital, with a number of other families in a similar position. A summary of the meeting with Wanda’s family noted that the parents again “disclaimed any intention of releasing her at this time.” Ethel Starner, her IRO child care officer, believed that this was detrimental for all involved. “This is a case in which it would be advisable for the parents to place the child for care regardless of whether or not they immigrate,” she wrote. “She is practically helpless and is very irritable so she requires constant attention and as she grows older and larger it will be impossible for her to be looked after at home.”

In March 1951, Wanda’s parents signed her permanent release, and, with their three other children, emigrated to the United States. Two weeks later, Wanda was placed in St. Phillipe’s Hospital in Goddelau, Germany, the institution described by Wills in her report, used by the IRO for placement of the more severe, or “hopeless,” cases. Amy Cohen, a doctor and observer for the American Joint Distribution Committee, described a visit to the hospital. “The children we saw were all idiots, mostly of high degree. All of them were incontinent, many could not walk, one or two were blind and few could speak.” She continued: “I myself feel that as these children are like animals, there is very little else that can be done for … idiot children whose only needs are to be kept clean and fed.”52 Another medical officer, however, was more sympathetic to these children and wrote frustratingly of their fate, “condemned to an institutional life, a terrible enough fate in any community, but in their case to be aggravated by the withdrawal of our protection and the replacement of that protection by a control from the very race who persecuted them and broke their lives.”53

Some mothers took matters into their own hands, as much as they were able to within the confines of refugee camp life, in which the possibilities of exercising agency were severely limited. Two little boys, Ryszard C. and Jan A., were sent to Belgium in late 1950 with Caritas Catholica. They were six and four years old, respectively. Their mothers, through the IRO, pressed for information and were rewarded by a letter in which the addresses of their sons were included.54 But the organization went further than this. In a letter dated January 10, 1951, Marie Fallon of Belgium’s Caritas informed the IRO that the boys’ mothers had been given visas for Belgium, but that the visas were dependent on the women finding work. Fallon had secured placements for them as housekeepers in Belgium homes:


Miss A. will be a housekeeper to a Mrs S.… Miss C. will be a houseworker for a Mrs Van S. They are two families of the “bourgeoisie,” having 3 children—Catholic house (serious). The two above mentioned people will be lodged—vanished [sic] laundry cared for and will received 1500 b. francs salary each per month. They will make an agreement with their employers in reference to days off. I stipulated to the employers the importance for these women—to be able to go and see their children. As soon as you hear that these two people are able to start their journey to Brussels please inform us and if possible hasten their departure.55



In another rare example, an IRO child care officer fought to keep an orphaned boy named Anton J. out of institutional care. Born in 1944 in Austria, he was abandoned as an infant by his Ukrainian parents, who had been working in Austria as forced laborers. Anton was given to a foster family in the area of St. Johann. His child tracing file, held at the ITS, records the conditions in which he was found. The farm was in very poor condition and the four children were “very inadequately clad, showing physical signs of neglect … tattered and dirty, without shoes, completely alone when we arrived and it is assumed that such neglect, want of attention and emotional warmth, is not unusual.”56 His medical condition was described as backward, “perhaps caused by some hereditary and intrautinerary [sic] factors, sure by a very bad training in the family of a poor farmer, where the child was neglected.”

His IRO carer, Miss Sullivan, evidently developed a great affection for him. She wrote of his good heart, his “great desire for love,” and his courage and good nature. “I should be very sorry, when this good, gay, diligent and pretty child would not find a new home only because of his want of intelligence,” she wrote to Starner. “A good-hearted, simple country family with no children could have a great pleasure in this grateful boy.” This kind of report is extremely rare in the archive, particularly its description of a child made in such loving terms. Even more unusual is the inclusion in his file of two pictures drawn in a child’s hand. In contrast to and in keeping with the status quo, “The boy is clearly retarded,” an IRO medical officer wrote from the IRO children’s home in Loeben, where he was sent in May 1949, and “it is doubtful whether he will be accepted by any Mission.” Anton was suggested for Belgium, but in 1950 he was still in Austria, this time in another children’s home in Bad Schallerbach. In 2013, he passed away in a care home in Tirol in Austria, so perhaps he never left Austria.

What happened to him in the interim is unclear. But occasionally glimpses do appear of the types of adulthoods these children had. Lilita’s family had come to Germany as forced laborers from Latvia and had resided in DP camps since the end of the war. In 1949, Lilita was a twelve-year-old girl, classified by camp medical doctors as an “imbecile.” The family of eight, which included Lilita’s three siblings, grandmother, uncle, and parents, had resisted separation from her, but by April of that year they were becoming desperate. “They will not repatriate,” a report in their file noted, “and see no future staying in Germany. Therefore they would consider a heaven-sent opportunity if a place could be found to leave Lilita as they are almost frantic from trying to figure out a solution.”57 The family began to make plans to leave Lilita behind, and in early 1950 she was placed in a temporary sanatorium near Munich, where her case notes reveal she began to show signs of improvement: “Takes an interest in her surroundings, which was not the case before. Fresh appearance, begins to move her legs.”58 Her parents had visited once but had not come again, despite their promises to the contrary. On November 28, 1950, Lilita arrived in Belgium via the children’s sanatorium in Dorfen; her family had already left for the United States. “The family are very much attached to Lilita and leave her behind only for the sake of the other children,” her case summary reads, and “will do everything in their power to get her to their country of resettlement.”59 In 1980, Lilita reappeared, however this time in a letter to the Belgian Ministry of Justice from the Aliens Police (a service monitoring foreign citizens) requesting a foreigner’s identity card for her. The request records her as an “indigent,” having resided in the Home Saint Joséphine for over thirty years.60

Unlike the war-damaged child, who became a fruitful specimen for understanding the mother-child bond and upon whose shoulders the future of Europe rested, the child born damaged, or who became incurably damaged by war, was of less interest to child experts. The welfare workers and child specialists may have come equipped with new and practical ideas about humanitarian aid and family reunion, but they also brought far older attitudes toward disability.61 Parents who sought to keep their children within the family were often frowned on as irresponsible by the IRO: long-term institutionalization was the preferred option for “defective” children, even at the cost of their permanent separation from the rest of their family. Although some parents continued to believe in their children’s potential, given the right care and training, there was often little opportunity to realize these expectations in the DP camps, and migration officers of resettlement countries were generally not interested in these distinctions.

Although eugenics is strongly associated with Nazism, it would be wrong to assume that 1945 represented any kind of rupture in the history of population control and exclusion. The defeat of the latter did not suddenly awaken the world’s population planners to the folly and inhumanity of the former, despite the popular assumption that eugenics was discredited by the extreme expression of its ideas in the Holocaust. Connections between eugenics, health, immigration, and population control continued throughout the twentieth century in all developed nations as a form of border control. The justification for such exclusionary measures is nowadays framed in terms of the “excessive cost” to the community, in particular its health services, that less able-bodied people would impose. How such costs are calculated is a mystery. However, a cursory look at the types of illnesses that are grounds for excluding migrants to Australian shores, for example, indicates that the same discourse around what we might term “able-bodied citizenship” remains in immigration. The Australian government currently lists the top five most common “diseases” identified with refugee and visa applicants who have been rejected: top of this list is “intellectual impairment,” followed by HIV infection, and, third, “functional impairment.”62

In 2014, the Syrian crisis pushed the magnitude of the refugee crisis past the staggering numbers of the postwar era for the first time. The office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) recorded an unprecedented 59.5 million individuals at the end of 2014 who had been forcibly displaced worldwide as a result of persecution, conflict, generalized violence, or human rights violations. Since then, it is realistically estimated that this number has now surpassed the 60 million mark.63 It is not known how many of these refugees and DPs have disabilities, but at least 15 percent of the world’s total population is believed to live with some form of disability, and it would make sense that the proportion in the refugee population is higher than elsewhere.64 Disability is far more likely to be found among those who have been exposed to high risk and violent situations.65 People who have disabilities are also among the people most prone to poverty, social marginalization, and prejudice and discrimination. Yet despite various mechanisms introduced by the international community to protect people with disabilities, including the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2007), the stigma and barriers disabled refugees face in gaining asylum prevail. Children suffer the most from this.

During the DP years of 1947–1952, hundreds of children were left behind by families who faced the closure of the camps and regarded emigration to the West as the only means of survival. Some, such as Julia A., refused to separate from their children and were forced into an uncertain future in the local economy. Others, often under considerable pressure from the IRO, accepted offers of placement for their sick children in institutions in Belgium and Norway before leaving for the West. Still others, as in the case of Ryszard C.’s and Jan A.’s mothers, left their families behind and followed their disabled children to Belgium. Families were ripped apart, often brutally. There were usually no new beginnings for these children, and sometimes terrible endings.

The stories here of family separation indicate a deeper history of institutionalizing people considered abnormal: even families without other children were strongly counseled to put their children “away” for the sake of the child and themselves. This is perhaps unsurprising in the history of Western medical approaches to disability, in which the institution, workhouse, and asylum were historically considered the only suitable places for society’s misfits, where they could be kept invisible and segregated from public view. It would take another thirty years before conventional medicine recognized their similar needs of family affection and security. While the history of postwar Europe is tentatively being revised as an important juncture in the development of a new ideology of humanitarianism and child welfare, and certainly relief workers felt themselves to be the harbingers of a new age, the experiences of DP families with disabled children suggest that utopian psychological theories of “human rehabilitation” were not all encompassing. Rather, they were underpinned and informed by older ideas about which children were entitled to be future citizens and which were not.

Disabled children faced a double bind, both as children and as disabled, which has meant their experiences are truly marginalized in the historical record.66 It is hard to come close to understanding the historical experiences of these children, particularly as their voices are muted in the archive. The voices of their families, struggling to make what must have been truly horrendous decisions, are only glimpsed through the bureaucratic machinery of the official interview and the report. But the evidence is extensive enough to reveal patterns in how families with disabled children navigated and were impacted by the policies and practices of rehabilitation and resettlement, and how an entrenched culture of pathologizing and segregating the disabled body by the medical and political establishment persisted into the postwar period. It also demonstrates the limits of the new humanitarianism that made the unity of the family its cornerstone. The exclusion of “defective” family units from the possibility of migrating to the new world once again forces us to reevaluate the project of family restoration that stood at the center of Western humanitarian efforts to revive the shattered societies of defeated Europe. Clearly, not all families were entitled to the new world.
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“THE TOP-HEAVY SLOW-TURNING WHEEL”

From Europe to Australia


For many displaced persons (DPs) in Europe, the new world referred to the United States, or perhaps Canada, but rarely Australia. Although Australia ended up receiving the largest number of DPs to its shores after the United States, it was not often listed as a destination of first preference in International Refugee Organization (IRO) security questionnaires, even by those who eventually ended up going there.1 Ron Maslyn Williams, who was in Germany to make a film about the Australian DP resettlement scheme in 1948, wrote home to his producer at the Commonwealth Film Unit that “from the point of view of many DPs, Australia is the gambler’s shot when attempts to get to America have failed, and that, quite literally, very many IRO officials regard Australia as a kind of modern Van Diemen’s Land where they can dump the people who constitute IRO’s problem. I heard of one IRO official last week,” he continued, “who threatened an uncooperative DP that if he did not behave, she would have him registered for Australia.”2

Williams initially struggled to find his DP actors who needed to be willing to join the Australian resettlement scheme. His film, made in the new style of neorealist cinema, required real people, not professional actors; together with his cameraman, Reg Pearse, Williams visited DP camps throughout Germany to find his stars. He did not find willing participants easily: “As one intelligent DP put it to me, ‘It is Australia or Siberia or starvation.’ ” Eventually, he found Mycola (Mike), his wife, Stefani, their small daughter Ginka, and Mycola’s teenage brother, Ladu, at the Augsburg DP camp, about to undergo their interview with an Australian migration officer for permission to go to Australia.3 Mike and Stefani tells their story as forced laborers separated in Germany, their reunion in the Leipheim DP camp after the war, their decision to enter Australia’s resettlement scheme, and then their journey by ship to Australia.4 Williams regarded the interview of the family by the immigration officer Harold Grant as the emotional climax of the film, but for government censors back home, it was a little too real for comfort. Although from today’s perspective the interview scene comes across as rather benign, in the eyes of postwar officials, Grant’s authoritarian, relentless questioning appeared to show Australia as unwelcoming. The decision was made not to distribute the film and it was withdrawn from release.5

The Australian government sponsored a number of other, less confrontational films to familiarize the Australian public with the fact of its new mass DP immigration scheme.6 These included the saccharine No Strangers Here, which told a fictionalized account of the arrival of a young, blond-haired, blue-eyed family of four from an unnamed European country to an Australian country town, only to discover local hostility toward the foreigners.7 In the film, this is eventually overcome by the clever editor of the local newspaper, who wins the community over to the new family by demonstrating their remarkable ability to assimilate and “fit in.” This message of assimilation was aimed at assuaging Australian anxieties about a sudden influx of non-British migrants and the potential dilution of the “White Australia policy,” a policy that had historically restricted entry to non–Anglo Saxon migrants. For many decades, immigration was premised on colonial and governmental fantasies of a “clean slate” or “white nation” that was “more British than the British.”8

But in 1945, as Australia faced a massive shortage of labor, an aging population, and a declining birthrate, the slogan of “populate or perish” became the catchcry of a new immigration minister and his fledgling department. The National Health and Medical Research Council issued a warning that Australian fertility levels had fallen below replacement level: “The cancer of the population is the failure of women to bear children.”9 Reconstruction of the economy demanded an urgent injection of manpower. There were serious labor shortages brought about by the peacetime economy, in coal mining, timber, steel, building, and textile industries, creating an urgent need for both energy and materials.10 Moreover, much to the dismay of Arthur Calwell, Australia’s first minister for immigration, British migrants were in short supply. Calwell flew to Europe and, after touring the DP camps, agreed to take up the IRO offer to resettle twelve thousand DPs in 1947.

Importantly for Calwell, DPs could be selected according to age, fitness, and skin color, as well as family composition. Teams of migration officers were dispatched to the DP camps in Germany to begin the process of recruitment. Australia’s migration officers were equipped with a strong sense of national responsibility but a faint knowledge of European politics, European languages, and the complicated issue of European postwar geography. Instead, they relied heavily on the security screenings undertaken by the IRO, flawed foreign intelligence, and doubtful interview techniques. Most of the Australian migration selection officers had a military background and received little, if any, training before arriving in Europe. Australian ex-serviceman Mort Barwick arrived in Germany in 1949 with minimal preparation for the task ahead. “There were no specific instructions as to what type of person we should take,” he recalled. “Provided they were of reasonable standard and in your opinion could assimilate into your community, then it was a question of, if you were satisfied, select them.”11 One member of the Australian selection team wrote a letter to a friend, in which he described the Australian mission as “a complete shambles run by incompetent idiots.” George Kiddle, one of the Australian migration officers, described performing around 138 interviews in one morning—“so it was pretty perfunctory wasn’t it.”12

There are estimates that even in the earliest years of the DP program, four hundred to five hundred Nazis may have found sanctuary in Australia, most of them from east central Europe. Konrad Kwiet, in his work with the Australian Special Investigative Unit created in the late 1980s, found that there were many who arrived as DPs that had “actively enthusiastically assisted the Nazis. Their claims concealed ‘police work,’ military and Waffen SS service and participation in killing operations.”13 In the 1950s, protests by the Australian Jewish community over the migration of Nazis and fascist collaborators were eventually silenced by the continuing apathy and even hostility to their campaign by Australian officials. Mort Barwick was sent on to Italy in 1950 to continue his work of selecting suitable migrants from among the DPs, first at the Bagnoli DP camp in Naples and then in Trieste. He believed that Nazis were using Trieste as an escape route to Australia or South America. He recalled one particular man, “a real arrogant Prussian,” whom he had rejected a number of times because of his Nazi background. “I kept telling Canberra, I am not going to accept this person.” But immigration authorities in Canberra had other ideas. “Eventually that man got to Australia. There were a number of cases which I rejected and informed Canberra but because these people had relatives or some association with Australia, Canberra decided they should be accepted. I’d be advised that, ‘All right you may accept him’ and I’d accept him.”14

Although Australia’s security screenings may have been superficial, its medical testing and regulations ensuring the right “types” applied to its resettlement program were stringent. As we saw in chapter 5, the medical screening of DPs was heavily regulated by immigration requirements. Francesca Wilson, a British welfare worker in Germany, witnessed the Australian interviews firsthand: “I watched the Australian Consul selecting immigrants for the country and felt in the brief interviews all the dramatic tensions of the DP world. The majority were accepted, they had already been vetted by the IRO and passed several medical examinations.… But some, for what seemed trifling physical defects, were rejected. What will be their fate in a country packed with its own refugees? They looked as if a judge had pronounced a doom.”15

Physical attributes counted above all else. “The whole proceedings smacked of the slave market,” Margaret McNeill, another relief worker stationed in Germany, wrote of the interview and selection process. “What was wanted was strong healthy labour. Volunteers who were underweight would not be considered, we were told, with unconscious irony.” The irony McNeill was alluding to was no doubt the fact that many had endured war and deprivation and were hardly at their optimum. A mass check of more than a hundred thousand DPs in 1948, for example, revealed that half of them were still suffering from the effects of malnutrition and hardship.16 “Brawn was required, not brain; and education was at a discount,” she continued.17 This sentiment was echoed by Wilson: “The fate of the ‘hard core’—the DPs whom no country will take—looms very large to the IRO welfare workers,” she wrote in 1950. “Amongst them are 26,000 specialists—musicians, doctors, professors—unwanted by a world that demands brawn rather than brain.”18

In the Australian scheme, men were expected to do hard physical work, and women, domestic labor. Each candidate was expected to be young, healthy, and fair-skinned. Initially, those from the Baltic states were favored above other nationalities as least likely to offend Australian racial sensibilities.19 In what has become the iconic image of Australia’s DP program, pictures published in the nation’s newspapers of the first cohort of eight hundred showed a group of young men and women with blue eyes, blond hair, and good health gathered in front of a beaming and benevolent Calwell as he welcomed them off the boat. A press release described the impending arrival of the “beautiful Balts”: “When the men and women poured aboard, they showed the shabbiness inevitable after years of hardship but impressed all on-lookers as people of excellent physique who were obviously filled with joy and hope. ‘Australia is lucky to get them,’ said Americans of the United States Army Transport Corps who are looking after them on the voyage. Aged and queerly cut clothes and European styles of haircut could not disguise the quality of human material.”20 But behind the scenes, Australian officials in Europe panicked about being “left with the rejects.”21 Australia had come late to the IRO resettlement scheme, well after Britain, Canada, and Argentina; moreover, it was quickly evident that most DPs were waiting for the United States to open its doors. Kathryn Hulme, the director of the Polish DP camp Wildflecken, recalled the efforts she and her IRO colleagues made to remind DPs about countries other than the United States, after it finally opened its doors a crack in late 1948. “Despite the pitfalls in the US scheme visible to all,” she wrote, “so many DPs wanted to switch to it from their sure bets like Belgium, Australia and Canada, that we began to publicise letters from satisfied customers in those countries to take the mass mind off the gold-paved streets of Neuyorke Amerika.”22

Reports back to Canberra warned that other Western governments might skim “the whole of the cream” if Australia did not act quickly.23 Len Barsdell was sent to Germany in 1949 to manage Australia’s information campaign in the DP camps and immediately wrote back to his superiors with a sense of urgency. “The time is coming when all of the types of DPs will have left Germany and the various countries subscribing to the IRO will be faced with the fact that those remaining in the camps are the old men and women, the cripples and the invalids—in short, the unwanted,” he warned. “The next twelve months might be the most important in Australian immigration history. We have made the sky the limit and we are working all out to get the numbers and the types in the time.”24

Australia clearly faced an image problem among Europe’s DPs. Many may simply not have heard of the country on the other side of the world, and if they had, they likely did not know much about it. Hulme recounted an anecdote that underscored the strangeness of the Australian continent for Europe’s DPs: “In one of the letters from a Balt already in Australia, there had been mention of a fearful beast with unblinking eyes and spiny wings which one day was looking at the letter writer from out the top of his work boot. It was only a lizard with some kind of throat ruff that fanned out like wings when it was frightened, but it looked like a dragon to our Balt, in whose homeland there was no reptilian life of any sort … and it certainly expanded to dragon dimensions by the time the news of it spread through our Baltic population.”25 Andrew Riemer, who emigrated with his parents as an eleven-year-old after the war, recalled a visit his family made to a Budapest cinema before their departure, because they had heard that a film about Australia was showing. It turned out to be a tiny item in an ancient newsreel. “All I remember are three classical, clichéd images: a flock of sheep in a cloud of dust, a koala and the Harbour Bridge.”26 It was iconic images like these—sheep, koalas, and Australia’s best symbol of modernity, the Harbour Bridge—that soon adorned the makeshift walls of migration selection interview rooms throughout the DP camps of Germany. Australia was keen to promote itself as a new land of industry, progress, opportunity, and sunshine and did so with gusto, investing in a strong marketing campaign, the scale of which remains unique in Australia’s immigration history. Films, radio programs, booklets, and public lectures made up a wide-ranging catalog of items for public exhibition in the camps, designed to encourage the “best types” of migrants to apply.27 Poster exhibitions were especially popular. Color posters depicted Australian trade, industry, flora, and fauna. Other posters appealed directly to the “types” of DPs Australia wanted. “There’s a Man’s Job for You in Australia” was a poster depicting in cartoon form a larger-than-life, bronzed, muscular man wearing a slouch hat, singlet, and trousers, marching toward the viewer against a backdrop of rural and manufacturing images.28 Its clear lineage to the enlistment campaign posters of the Second World War, and the visual references to the “Anzac” soldier, both in dress and in his exaggerated virile masculinity, reinforced the muscle-building vision of the Australian scheme and of Australia as a strong nation of youth and opportunity.

But it was not just Australia’s remoteness or its frill-necked lizards that were a deterrent. Rumors soon circulated about the tough conditions DPs faced once they arrived in Australia. Regular associations of Australia with Van Diemen’s Land or with Siberia were a reference to the labor contract each male migrant was forced to sign, which committed DPs for a period of two years, and involved taking work wherever the Australian government decided, often in remote rural locations and far away from wives and children. The work was often unskilled and back-breaking. Rumors circulated in the European camps about the “slave conditions” in Australia for DPs, which appeared to give some truth to the Soviet accusations of Western countries “people snatching” for cheap labor.29 “There is a strong Communist campaign through the camps to discourage people from coming to Australia, with the promise that they will commit themselves to slavery,” one officer wrote to his superiors.30 “I came here despite Communist propaganda in the DP camps against Australia,” said Dragoljob S. “They are still telling people in the German camps that they will be slaves if they come here.”31 In 1951, DPs met ships coming from Europe, shouting, “It’s no good! Go back home again!”32

Lack of enthusiasm for the Australian scheme is further borne out in the IRO screening documents. Each DP who passed through the IRO system was required to complete an eligibility questionnaire, known as the Care and Maintenance (CM/1) form. This comprised a series of questions designed to assess an applicant’s security status. One of the final questions on the CM/1 form addressed the applicant’s desired destination for resettlement. In my examination of a sample of CM/1 documents in German archives, I found that Australia rarely figured on these forms or was listed last after the more sought-after countries—Canada, Argentina, or the United States—in terms of priority. This suggests that many who boarded IRO ships to Australia may have already been rejected by other countries, a possibility that complicates the popular version of Australia’s postwar immigration story as one of rescue and new beginnings.

However, there was one substantial cohort of DPs that did want to go to Australia but was actively excluded from selection by Australian migration officials. Jewish refugees had possibly the most reason to want to move as far away from Europe as possible, yet alongside Asians, they were considered undesirable as new migrants to a country that had long prided itself on its identity as a “white” nation. Initially, Jewish refugees were hesitantly welcomed. After meeting with representatives of the Executive Council of Australian Jewry in late 1945, Calwell announced a family reunion scheme for Holocaust survivors, but the scheme was met by anti-Semitic protest, some of it quite virulent in its expression. “We are not compelled to accept the unwanted of the world at the dictate of the United Nations or anyone else,” the Liberal member for Henty, Henry (Jo) Gullett, told the Australian Parliament in 1946. “Neither should Australia be the dumping ground for people whom Europe itself, in the course of 2,000 years, has not been able to absorb.”33 These views did not represent everyone’s, but they were shared by enough of those in power and in the media to ensure that Calwell changed his mind, introducing a quota system by which only 25 percent of each ship carrying DPs could be Jewish. This was further lowered to 15 percent in 1948 and was later extended to airplanes carrying DPs as well.

In reality, however, it is unlikely that even these quotas were ever met. Even if Jewish welfare agencies in Europe were able to secure a ship, they had to find non-Jewish passengers to make up the other 75 percent, a next-to-impossible task given that after 1947 most non-Jewish refugees were coming to Australia with free passage on IRO ships. Moreover, migration officers were encouraged to avoid accepting any Jewish refugees in the scheme. Harold Grant, a migrant selection officer stationed in Germany, recalled that choosing suitable candidates for Australian migration was governed by a kind of pub test. They had to look like “people that you and I could consort with on Bondi Beach.” Jews, in Grant’s words, “weren’t replicas of the Bondi lifesaver, as we wanted to make out about the ‘beautiful Balts.’ … These were people less physically attractive than the ordinary displaced persons. You could see from that what they’d been through.”34 Another migration officer, W. K. McCoy, warned immigration officials in Canberra “that perhaps a majority of the applicants from Austria are people of middle European Jewish origin and while repudiating all anti-Semitic sentiments it can be strongly claimed that these individuals are anything but what one would like to envisage as permanent Australian settlers.” Employing anti-Semitic tropes nonetheless, he continued: “Because of their background, occupation as ‘Middlemen’ financial agents etc, perhaps honest occupations in themselves, they are unsuited as future settlers and would tend rather to increase the category of non-productive citizens of which Australia has more than enough.”35

These statements betrayed an ongoing adherence to a racial hierarchy in immigration practice that had long sought to exclude Jews as undesirable citizens in a “White Australia.” Race-based assumptions about assimilability that had structured attitudes toward migrants and foreigners in Australia since federation in 1901 did not just disappear after the Holocaust. These discriminatory policies continued to inform Australia’s mass immigration program throughout the lifetime of the IRO. Estimates of Jewish arrivals to Australia in the mass resettlement scheme put them at 4 percent of the 170,700 DPs, or around 6,500.36 But as Suzanne Rutland explains, the real numbers are almost impossible to ascertain, as “a number of Jews managed to hide their ethnic identity and join the scheme as gentiles.”37 Instead, of the twenty-two thousand to twenty-three thousand Jewish refugees who did eventually come to Australia between 1947 and 1951, most would have come under the landing permit scheme, which was administered by Jewish welfare organizations in Europe. The American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC) handled the actual task of moving Jewish people who did not want to remain in Europe to Australia, with a small amount of assistance from the other major Jewish welfare organization stationed in Europe, the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society, or HIAS.38 Each family had to apply for emigration, wait to receive a landing permit, and then move to a country where they could begin the task of arranging transportation to their new homeland. The JDC and HIAS organized the shipping from Europe, chartered ships, and booked passages for individuals and families, as well as accommodation for those who needed to wait for a ship’s departure. They also covered basic costs relating to travel documents and expenses on board.39 This funding was given as a loan, to be repaid by the migrants, and not as charity.

A secret “Iron Curtain Embargo” was devised in 1949 to restrict people coming from the Iron Curtain countries, but behind the scenes, migration officers also viewed it as a way to keep out Jews. “In view of the alarming increase in the number of Jews entering the Commonwealth,” the policy brief outlined, “the Minister directed earlier this year that applications for the admission of Jews were to be delayed as far as possible.” But more direct measures were needed to stem the flow, and by restricting people coming from Iron Curtain countries (such as Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and Poland), “whose nationals comprise the majority of Jewish migrants,” the government could claim it was not anti-Semitic but merely preventing people who were potential “security risks” from entering Australia.40 Indeed, alongside Jews, Communists were especially feared. As one DP discovered upon his arrival in Australia, the mere suspicion that one carried left-wing Communist sympathies could result in swift retribution and a fast eviction back to Europe.

In 1945, a man calling himself Michael K. was in Germany serving in the Soviet forces when he defected, presenting himself to an official in the U.S. zone who apparently advised him to take off his uniform to conceal his Russian identity and avoid detection by Soviet authorities. He changed his date of birth, his birthplace, and his name, becoming Gregor L., of Polish Ukrainian origin, and registered with the IRO as a DP in the town of Wiesbaden, where he lived with his girlfriend and future wife, Nadja, and their two children, Aleksander and Ellen. They, like many other Soviet DPs, were able to hide within the DP community from Soviet efforts to identify its citizens for repatriation. During this time, L. even opened a bookshop selling anti-Soviet literature and managed to pen his own account of his life as a soldier in the Red Army, published in the New York Russian daily, the Novoe Russkoe Slovo, under the title “Flucht aus der Hölle” (Escape from Hell).41 In 1949, L. was accepted to come to Australia with his family, and they arrived on August 4, 1949. He immediately informed the Australian authorities that he had come under a false name, that he was a former Soviet officer, and that he had been in the Communist Party of the USSR. “With these statements I wanted to show that I was honest and loyal,” he later claimed. After seven months confined to the remote migrant camp of Bonegilla, Australian authorities declared that L. was a security threat and the family was promptly deported back into the bemused arms of the IRO in Germany.

Gregor L.’s case is intriguing. First, the reasons for his deportation were never properly made clear to the IRO, which was obliged to look after him and his family once they returned to Germany. Second, the legality of his deportation was questionable. This was at a time when the use of deportations was becoming more difficult for immigration officials to defend in official circles both in Australia and in Europe. Instead, L. appears to have been a victim of an overzealous anti-Communist crusade, cultural misunderstandings, and his own haplessness. Indeed, Gregor L.’s confession to Australian officials was unusual, as Soviet DPs were usually better known for discarding identities and forging new ones to protect them from mandatory repatriation to the Soviet Union.42 It was an open secret that the Allies had become increasingly uncomfortable with Soviet demands for the return of its nationals from the DP camps and that, by the late 1940s, they were complicit in hiding the identities of Soviet citizens.43 But what may have propelled L. to “confess” was that this subterfuge went further than simply protecting Soviet DPs under the cover of the DP camps and Western military zones. It also involved recruiting Soviet defectors as sources of information in the deepening Cold War. A series of articles published in the Washington Post in 1949, for example, described the phenomenon of “tens of hundreds of Soviet citizens” making their way into the U.S. and British zones of Germany and Austria. They were “like an iceberg. Only a few show themselves above the water.” Yet those who did, the reporter continued, were “a highly valuable source of information for us about the Soviet Union and how it works.”44 In particular, it was military men who were most prized for their insights. A Harvard team of researchers who famously interviewed fifty Soviet Russians in West Germany for the Harvard Project on the Soviet Social System made special note of the interest in recent Soviet arrivals by Allied military agencies, among whom there were a number hoping to be “singled out for paid interviewing.” One of their informants, Nikolai, was keenly aware of the Western interest in buying information from those with something to sell. “N made it clear he was the genuine article. He proudly displayed his military boots, pointing out that he was still dressed Russian-fashion.”45 As Nikolai knew, it was those higher up the ranks of Soviet society that were viewed as worthwhile sources of information, not illiterate peasants, and he made a point of proving he could read and write despite only four years of school.

Given the context of Soviet military men remaking their careers in the West, it is not too much of a stretch to imagine that L. too may have felt his admission would be rewarded. L. had attained the rank of major in the Soviet military and had apparently spent the war on the front lines, receiving decorations for bravery, four of these from Stalin himself. His experience as a Russian soldier in “Flucht aus der Hölle” was described by one American reviewer as “the most meaningful piece to be written by a non-returning [nonrepatriating] soldier from the war up to now,” praising its depiction of the “unedited reality of war.”46 There was clearly a market among American readers for accounts by disillusioned Soviet soldiers. Peter Pirogov’s book, Why I Escaped, published in 1950 in English, was one of the better known of the genre. It was dramatically described in the Washington Post that year as “one of the most overwhelming social documents of our time,” depicting a “tyranny such as the world has never previously imagined.”47 The Spectator was more contained, though no less admiring, noting Pirogov’s clear portrayal of the “fundamental malaise driving a trickle of courageous Russians to seek refuge outside from the hopelessness of their lives in the Soviet Union.”48 As L. later wrote to the IRO review board, his own account was also originally intended to be published in English “to help American readers understand the reality of the front for Soviet soldiers,” but in the end, he had been unable to afford the costs of translation and wrote it in Russian instead.

But Australian officials were less interested in protecting Communist defectors than they were in sheltering Nazi ones. If L. had hoped that his candid admission would stand him in good stead with his Australian hosts, with the lucrative prospect of both money and protection in return, his strategy clearly backfired. Even so, L. was not without his supporters, most of whom appear to have been members of the New York Russian community. His supporters at the Novoe Russkoe Slovo launched a public campaign within its pages to get the Australian government to review L.’s case. The editor published a defense of the man he called Michael K. “We must stop this,” the editor fumed. “But how? What can the Russian community do? Nothing if we are going to sit here with our hands folded or if we move too slowly.”49 The paper urged its readers to sign a petition and to get as many of their coworkers and friends as possible to do the same. “Help a person who defended his country, but refused to serve Stalin!” A few weeks later, it reported that over two thousand signatures had been collected and presented to the Australian embassy in Washington.50 A cable notified the Australian Immigration Department of this petition and described a visit to the New York embassy by a professor who reported the widespread concern of the American Russian community that, once deported back to Germany, Gregor L. could be more easily apprehended by the Soviet government.51 The League for Free Russians in New York also wrote a letter in which it defended L. and warned of NKVD (People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs) agents “intriguing against him.”

The Australian media also caught wind of L.’s impending deportation and were sufficiently swayed by the American campaign to publicize it as a question of concern. Newspapers around the country ran the story, promoting the League for Free Russians’ argument that L. was in danger if deported. The Canberra Times ran with the headline “Deportee Might Be Killed by Reds, Is Claim,” noting that supporters in New York believed that if L. were deported, “communists in Germany will try to kill him.”52 “Russians Plead with Us to Cancel Deportation Order,” Perth readers of the Daily News were told, while the next day, the West Australian ran an article titled “Australia Urged Not to Deport Russian.”53 Secret documents in L.’s official deportation file indicate that this level of support raised some questions. Is it possible, External Affairs asked the Australian Military Mission in Cologne, that L. is in fact impersonating the person on whose behalf the American representations were made? Have they got the wrong guy?

Still, L.’s deportation went ahead. Upon his return to Germany in April 1950, the IRO review board scrambled to make sense of his deportation, firing off memos to the Australian Military Mission asking for more information, requests that were repeatedly ignored. A year after his return, they were still attempting to get answers. Eventually, however, the review board was sent the contents of Australia’s case against L., contained in an intelligence report signed by “Captain K. G. Turbayne,” one of two Australian intelligence agents sent to Germany in 1950. Turbayne had compiled his report on L. based on an anonymous tip from someone in the American Counter Intelligence Corps (CIC). If L.’s confession was risky enough for Australian officials, then this report was supposed to cement L.’s guilt. Michael K., alias Gregor L., was really Khairulla K., wrote Turbayne, and he was of Crimean Tartar origin:


Subject opened a bookstore … in the US Zone. Outwardly, the store was for the sale of Russian literature, without the taint of Communism. However there are many reports to the effect that pro-Soviet literature was sold “under the counter” and to trusted persons. Subject employed about 5 people who changed frequently—moved about a great deal. Attempts by outsiders to penetrate the L. ring were only partially successful, but reports indicate a network of “booksellers” out of all proportion with size and income of business. Reports from unnamed Czech sources (reliability unknown) indicate subject has previously worked for the NKVD and that he is still operating as a Soviet agent.54



Turbayne’s source in the CIC also advised that L. “sends and receives many letters from the United States” and that these letters contained defamatory information about the Western occupation forces. “On one occasion the contents of his letter was published in the New York Daily Worker, a leading Communist paper. This would indicate that some of his contacts in the United States are Communists.”55 We can assume that this last comment referred to the publication of his book as a series of articles in the avowedly anti-Communist Novoe Russkoe Slovo. The mistake may have been unintentional, but it is easy to see how such aspersions worked to hammer the nails into the coffin of L.’s reputation in the minds of immigration officials, eager to prove their security credentials to a government and public primed by rumors of infiltration of Soviet spies through the DP program.56 Turbayne’s report did create a vaguely convincing portrait of a Cold War spy. “It is recommended,” Turbayne ominously concluded, “that if subject person has already sailed, authorities in Australia should be informed.” The IRO seemed more inclined to see the whole strange affair as the result of political differences within the Russian émigré community rather than something more sinister.57 In the interview with the IRO review board, L. insisted that he was the victim of a false denunciation by one or more of his fellow Russian DPs, in particular a man who had been refused admission to Australia on the same day that L. and his family were approved.58 As the board noted in its summary of this bizarre case, this was entirely credible.

Deportation was a favored method of control during Australia’s DP program. Facing down media reports of absconding, drunk, or violent foreigners, Calwell insisted that he was “not going to allow a magnificent scheme to be wrecked by a few fools and agitators.”59 The Aliens Deportation Act, introduced by Calwell and passed into law in January 1949, gave the government unprecedented powers to deport migrants or refugees on the grounds of poor conduct or character, no matter the length of time spent in the country.60 These were most often men who had refused to comply with the conditions of their work contracts, and their deportation was deemed a useful method to “make examples” of them. “The whole basis of our scheme for placing displaced persons in essential employment would soon disappear if it became known that the agreement to serve for two years in employment as approved by the Commonwealth could be broken at will,” explained the secretary of the Department of Immigration, Tasman Heyes. “These people have a grapevine service of no mean efficiency and any weakness of strength in administration is soon generally known.”61

These “fools and agitators” came in various forms. They included Vaclav K., who was written up as having a “bad employment record. Insubordination, malingering, refusal of duty. Regarded as undesirable character.” He was also a drunk and jailed on a number of occasions for vagrancy. Stanislaw C. was another “malingerer”: he had been sent to work in Western Australia, and “after a few weeks had developed a phobia against working in the sun and refused to continue directed employment.” Another man, Milan J., sent to work at Port Augusta in South Australia on the railways, had absconded and was later discovered working in an Italian restaurant in Melbourne, Victoria. He was given two weeks to return to work at Port Augusta but never showed up, disappearing before he could be deported. Josef B., meanwhile, had come under the notice of the Immigration Department for “his poor employment record due to fits.” According to the department, however, “B.’s conduct and employment record has been much poorer than his disability warrants. He is using his epilepsy for the purpose.”62

Alongside refusal to work, men who had committed crimes made up many of the other DPs who were given deportation orders, and these ranged from minor misdemeanors to more serious crimes of assault, wife bashing, rape, and murder; the “crime” of homosexuality also resulted in two deportation orders. Communists were also, more rarely, targeted. Bohumil H.’s bad employment record was compounded by “fairly concrete suggestions of an unsavory political background” and a “bad reputation for blackmarket activities and Communistic associations in Europe.”63

It was not long before disgruntled DPs figured out that deportation was one way of orchestrating a return to Europe, without having to pay the expense of the journey or secure the relevant visas themselves. Egon Kunz, a historian who himself arrived in Australia as an Eastern European refugee, observed that disillusioned DPs who wanted to leave Australia had few alternative options. The rules of their work contract meant they could not leave legally during the first two years, the cost of a sea trip was beyond most DPs, and many did not have valid travel documents. Juozas K., for example, had constantly refused to do the work he was allocated “and requested his own return to Germany. Threatened to commit a misdemeanor in order to force the Department to take action against him.” The tactic worked, and he was returned to Germany as a deportee that year. “It is not surprising,” Kunz wrote, “that under these circumstances there were some DPs who felt sufficiently desperate to employ the only sure means to clear all these hurdles in one move; they provoked their deportation.”64

By 1950, immigration officials had halted the practice of threatening recalcitrant DPs with deportation because it was becoming a carrot rather than a stick. By this time, most DPs were aware of deportation as a cheap mode of travel. One case reported in the press was that of a Polish couple who camped on the Sydney steps of the Department of Immigration with all of their belongings. They had endured seventeen months of separation while the husband toiled in the cane fields of Queensland. Now, they told the paper, they had had enough and wanted an immediate deportation, telling reporters they were “sick of Australia and they would prefer Russia.”65

Deportations of DPs reached their peak during the year of L.’s forcible return, when around forty-two DPs were sent home because they were “unsuitable as migrants”—over half of these for refusing to work.66 But by 1951, the practice of sending DPs back to their countries of last residence (Germany, Italy, or Austria) had run into serious problems. The Combined Travel Board, which controlled movement in and out of the three zones of occupation in Germany, had started refusing to issue entry visas if the potential deportee had been in Australia for eighteen months or more, or if it was felt that Australia’s reasons were too flimsy to warrant deportation. Italy had also begun refusing to accept DPs who had previously spent time in its DP camps, or to grant transit visas through its borders for DPs en route to Austria or Germany. In response to Australia’s attempt to deport Josef B., who suffered from epilepsy, back to Italy, for example, the Italians determined that it did “not seem relevant for the Italian Government to assume responsibility for the behaviour of IRO refugees in the countries of resettlement.”67 Italy also refused to take back Josef L., a Hungarian with a “very poor employment record and history of drunkenness,” who refused to marry an eighteen-year-old woman pregnant with his child. In any case, Josef L. absconded while waiting for the deportation to occur, and nothing more was heard of him.68

The IRO, which up until this time had assisted Australia in arranging the return of its undesirable DPs, had “not only lost interest in assisting Australia in the return of undesirables, but also to raise objections on their own behalf to such returns,” in the words of one Australian senior immigration official on the ground in Germany.69 This was part of a more general policy developed by the organization, suddenly faced with an unexpected influx of hundreds of returnees in 1948, following the passage of the U.S. Displaced Persons Act in 1948. Many hoped to be able to get to the United States. Jean Martin, a sociologist who lived with around two hundred DPs for her doctoral thesis, found that one of the main topics of conversation was the possibility of leaving Australia for another country.70 A report on Australian deportees found, for example, that “a check of the USDP records reveals that thirteen deportees from Australia applied for emigration to the US. Four of these were accepted and have sailed.… The US Authorities are aware that some people, for various reasons, emigrate to either Canada or Australia with a view to subsequent movement to the US.”71

One group that was causing particular concern to the IRO comprised dissatisfied DP mine workers from the Belgian mines. In a written agreement between Belgium and the occupation authorities, mine workers who broke their contracts, or were considered unemployable or undesirable, could be returned to Germany by the Belgian government within two years (Australia, as it later transpired, did not have any such agreement, although it had operated as if it did). But increasingly, the IRO was confronted with hundreds of refugee mine workers choosing to return to Germany, complaining of false promises and shocking work conditions, a situation for which the organization was unprepared. “Foreseeing the possible return of large numbers when the contracts ran out, the IRO mission in Belgium in January 1949 launched a publicity campaign to familiarize the refugees with the three possibilities open to them and the advantages and disadvantages of each, and to make clear the IRO’s stand: the Belgian operation was a resettlement scheme, and the IRO could not resettle the same person twice; and only the most unfortunate hard cases would be accorded continued assistance after return to Germany.”72

Along with mine workers from Belgium, refugees also returned en masse from other countries, including the Netherlands, Britain, and Luxembourg, whose early resettlement schemes recruited only single and unattached workers. As the IRO’s official historian, Louise Holborn, noted, the “desire to return to Germany was also due to the fact that the ‘single and unattached’ resettlers had left family members behind in Germany, perhaps in the hope that some new policy would make reunion possible.”73 There were also around 2,500–3,000 Jewish returnees from the fledgling state of Israel between 1949 and 1953.74 The IRO made it clear that it could not resettle people twice, except perhaps with transport on a reimbursable basis. “All governmental and intergovernmental calculations on the life-span of the IRO, on immigration, and on finance were based on the assumption that these refugees would not need further material assistance,” wrote Holborn.75

A group that particularly vexed IRO officials was “mental returnees.”76 Hulme described this new development, from her vantage point as director of the DP camp Wildflecken, in characteristically dramatic fashion:


The top-heavy slow-turning wheel that held thousands of our DPs temporarily transfixed had one more facet to reveal before it would collapse of its own weight and free its mournful mass. It was a dark facet fraught with tragedy. It was the return to Germany of a few of our successfully shipped DPs whose sanity had snapped either on the outgoing voyage or after landing in the new world toward which they had struggled too long. Classified as manic depressives or class A schizophrenics, the deranged DPs were returned to us one by one and at varying intervals so that you thought at first it was an exceptional thing, an effect without cause. But, in time, the terse cables from Washington stating type of derangement and docking date in Bremen of the ship that would bring the case back to us began to add up and you could see the common cause plainly—emotional strain too long endured, relief for deliverance too intense to be contained without cracking. The mumbling phantoms our doctors led off those ships and escorted to a mental institution were not aware that they had made a round trip. They thought they were still in Neuyorke Amerika.77



“Available figures show that during the period August 1950 to August 1951, 20 cases were returned from countries of resettlement,” noted one IRO report, to “overcrowded and inadequate treatment facilities.”78 Files in the National Archives of Australia record several attempts by Australia to have mentally unwell (and alcoholic) DPs returned. Bronimir Z., who had a “bad employment record” and a minor police record, “had a mental collapse and was in a Sydney mental hospital for 3 months,” and was now in a “bad mental condition.” The IRO was approached “in an endeavour to have Z. returned to Germany, however, permission was not granted.”79 Many of these were tragic cases, and in hindsight reveal another little-known history of the high rates of what is now called post-traumatic stress disorder among refugees of the Second World War. On September 10, 1952, the Sydney Morning Herald ran with the headline, “Migrants in Crowded Mental Hospitals.” The article noted a 129 percent increase in the number of migrants admitted to mental institutions in the space of one year, noting also that overcrowding of these mental hospitals was acute, “worse than any other year except the war years.”80

The problem of damaged “new Australians,” as the DPs were dubbed, was the subject of some medical attention in the 1950s. Ignacy Listwan, a doctor from Poland, published two articles in the Medical Journal of Australia in the late 1950s on the subject of mental disorders in migrants. Migrants, he concluded, “present an emotional problem” due to what he termed “migration stresses” and their “head-to-head collision” with the prejudices of the host group. These migration stresses, he observed, manifested in neurotic reactions: “regression, paranoid reactions, escapism, depressive states, hypomanic states, inferiority complexes and hysterical reactions.”81 In his close observations at the psychiatric outpatient department of the Sydney Hospital, Listwan found that of the 244 new patients he examined between 1952 and 1955, “roughly twice as many migrants as native-born were paranoidal.” Moreover, Listwan found that “migrants suffering from paranoidal states come mostly from Europe,” and all of them were “predominantly male, unmarried, and young adults.”82 Social scientists also sounded the alarm. One early observer was Vladimir Lezak-Borin, a Czech émigré who coined the term “Australian bachelors of misery” to describe the plight of single DP men unable to find a wife, characterizing them as “excellent, strong and intelligent men” who, because of loneliness, were becoming alcoholics and a “nuisance to the community.” There were tens of thousands of lost men, he argued, who were “perishing here slowly in this way.”83

Australia, which had traded on IRO goodwill to accept its returnees on a case-by-case basis, now faced the fact that by mid-1951, there was a “noticeable hardening of attitudes in the IRO” on resettlement countries trying to return unwanted DPs. Gregor L. and his family were among the last Australian returnees, and his period of seven months waiting at Bonegilla was possibly due to the difficulties in reaching an agreement for his return. Soon, the practice ground to a halt, leaving a number of deportees stuck in legal limbo. William O., for example, waited in a jail cell while immigration officials tried to navigate his return. “This man is anxious to return to Germany,” noted an internal memo to the immigration secretary Heyes, “and complains periodically to gaol authorities here that he is being detained in Australia against his will.”84 Harijs K, a twenty-three-year-old Latvian DP, had arrived in Australia in 1949 and was sent to work in Canberra, where he lasted six months, after which “he complained the work was too heavy for him.” He was sent to Sydney, where he ended up in the psychiatric institution Broughton Hall. His case history listed his misdemeanors thus:


He was discharged as cured after six months treatment but before being placed in employment he returned to Broughton Hall of his own accord and was re-admitted. He was discharged again at his own request on 7 November, 1950. He obtained a position of his own choosing but was dismissed in a few days. Many attempts were made to have him accept employment but to no avail. The Commonwealth Employment Service was forced to declare him unemployable. He was returned to Bonegilla on 22nd October, 1951 where he has remained ever since. He has flatly refused to work and his return to Germany has become an obsession with him. He will not believe that this Department is unable to return him to Germany.85



And yet, “all efforts to obtain K’s readmission to Germany failed.”86 Immigration briefly toyed with the idea of returning DPs to their countries of origin, bypassing the IRO altogether, but gave up this idea when the Department of External Affairs vetoed the plan, arguing that sending DPs back to countries behind the Iron Curtain would invite international censure and political embarrassment. After the IRO’s departure from Europe in 1952, immigration officials tried to insist that the Federal Republic of Germany was bound by an agreement to accept its undesirable DPs, but when they were asked to produce the agreement, they could not, as none existed.87 To their considerable surprise, it transpired that all that Calwell had been able to secure in 1947 was a verbal agreement with a British official that the return of unsuitable migrants to the British zone could “probably” be arranged with IRO support.88 In the end, most of those still held in detention were simply released back into the community after it became clear that returning them to Europe was impossible.

Not all deportees were happy with their return. Peter Edwards, an Australian migration officer, recalled “a little club in the waiting room of about half a dozen to a dozen, unsuccessful migrants who’d come back to Germany. They had been disillusioned with Australia but after they’d been back in Germany for a while, they were far more disillusioned with Germany than they were with Australia and wanted to go back very quickly.”89 Deportation continued to be available as a device to export those regarded as politically suspect from 1953, though no longer through the Immigration Act but through the Crimes Act.90 After this brief postwar flurry of deportations of undesirable DPs, the only people the deportation provisions in the Immigration Act were ever used for again were illegal migrants.

Upon his return to Germany, Gregor L., along with a number of other “returnees” who were either sent back by Western countries or returned voluntarily, rejoined the ranks of the “hard core” remnant that the IRO was trying to dissipate before it closed down. He was briefly interrogated by the CIC, after which he was released but kept “under close surveillance in the hope that his contacts should lead to further action.”91 The National Archives in the United States holds a thick, 252-page file on Michael K., a.k.a. Gregor L., compiled by U.S. military intelligence, who continued to keep him under surveillance as a possible Soviet agent for the next few years.92 The file holds the transcripts of a number of interviews conducted with people with whom L. and his family came into contact, including German locals, other Russians, and officials. These reports provide a fairly vague profile of the fortunes of the L. family until 1955, when they may have emigrated to Canada—though in the end, even this is unclear as the U.S. intelligence agent on the case could not find hard evidence of it.

From the reports in this file, it is clear that upon their return, the L. family initially settled in the Bensheim German refugee camp. One informant, the director of the Bensheim camp, Wilhelm W., told “Source A” (as the intelligence officer called himself) that in 1952, L. was employed in Munich, working for a Russian newspaper (during which time his wife, Nadja, apparently had an affair with a Yugoslav who emigrated to Canada). In January 1953, they moved to a town called Jügesheim, where they bought a small chicken farm. Faded black-and-white photographs of the farm show a dilapidated wooden house on a deserted, open plain. The burgermeister of the town, Adam J., also interviewed by Source A, reported that L. had no friends in the town, that his wife did most of the farm work, and that the family’s financial situation seemed to be quite good. “K. recently bought a new radio and erected a high pole to be used as an antenna,” as well as new clothes for the family and a bicycle for his son, Alex.93 During this time, L. continued to write for the New York Russian paper Novoye Russkoe Slovo, as well as penning letters to the Sydney Morning Herald about the injustice of his deportation, which do not seem to have appeared in print. According to another local informant, L. had English lessons, paying for these with food.

Some of L.’s income may have come from lectures he delivered at a U.S. Army school in Regensburg on Soviet strategy, but again, it may not have: whether L. actually was an instructor, or whether this was only an aspiration, is hazy. But money was definitely given to him for his participation in the Harvard University Refugee Interview Project, or Harvard Project, as it was later known. “You can write down my name, I want to appear in your study under my own name, Michael K.,” L. told his American interviewer in 1951.94 In a long interview that took two days, L. explained his own journey toward disillusion with the Soviet System, his desertion from the army, his failed attempts to emigrate to the West, and his thoughts on religion, marriage, and democracy, among other things.95 At the end of the two days, the interviewer described his own impressions of L. Here, he wrote, was a “respondent strikingly different from those interviewed previously. He looked very much like an Englishman.… There was something extremely neat and clean about him. He was slow and deliberate in his speech; his desire to be ‘objective’ impressed me as very sincere. He was restrained in expressing his feelings, and the degree of his bitterness and resentment was surprisingly small. The longer I talked to him the better I liked him.”96

Not only did L. provide his own life story and opinions on Soviet life, but he was also instrumental in recruiting others to the project, for which he was paid fifty deutche marks per month. Letters intercepted by the U.S. military included one signed by the administrative assistant to the project as well as by the director of the Munich Institute for Research on the History and Institutions of the USSR, Boris Yakovlev. Harvard gave financial support to the institute to recruit Soviet interviewees. A letter signed by Mark G. Field thanked Gregor L.—or Michael K. by this stage—for his cooperation in the project: “I was particularly pleased by your sincerity, your objectivity and your ability to observe events and processes as they took place both in the Soviet Union and in your own mind. I feel that people like you would be very valuable to the United States as you know and understand the Soviet Union so well. Since a clear and accurate conception of Soviet Russia is indispensable if we are to survive, I feel it is a pity that your knowledge does not get the recognition it deserves.”97 It was burgermeister J. who informed the CIC that the family had departed for Canada in late 1955; however, in the end, Source A could find no proof of this. The file ends in late 1955; it was sent on to the United States, where it was labeled “top secret” and shelved.

During the few years that L. remained on the CIC radar, the DP landscape radically changed in Germany. The IRO was dissolved in December 1951 and was replaced by the United Nations Human Rights Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). Most of the camps were closed. That year, West Germany passed the Homeless Foreigners Law, absorbing the responsibility of the remaining DPs on its territory, now numbering somewhere between one hundred thousand and two hundred thousand. As homeless foreigners (heimatlose Ausländer), DPs such as Gregor L. were noncitizens who were still able to enjoy most of the civil rights available to Germans.98 But they were unable to participate in politics or political associations, which remained a right of citizenship, ensuring that DPs were segregated from German political life. Nor did all of them want to. Some “stubbornly resisted either resettlement outside Germany or integration within.” Reading the extensive files of the Joint Distribution Committee, the American aid organization assisting Jewish DPs in Germany, Atina Grossmann discovered a wealth of “dramatic stories of angry, sometimes even violent, confrontations with headstrong DPs” who refused to leave, whether because they were unwilling to leave, were undecided about where to go, or too exhausted to contemplate a move.99 Things were not made easier by the ire of German locals, who resented the burden of the DPs in addition to the millions of German expellees and returned prisoners of war. By the early 1950s, the “hard core” refugee had become a figure marked by transience and ostracism, at least in the eyes of departing IRO officers who wondered what would become of them in “an unfriendly foreign country.”100 As we have seen, however, resettlement outside Europe did not always guarantee a warm welcome either.
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ADDRESS UNKNOWN

Tracing the Disappeared


In 1951, International Refugee Organization (IRO) public information officer E. M. Ferguson was assigned to deliver a series of stories about displaced persons (DPs) bound for Canada, to be distributed by the Canadian IRO office in Quebec. He sent his first batch of stories from the Aurich DP camp in the British zone, accompanied by a letter to his Canadian counterpart Marjorie Bradford. “I do not know how far you think it is advisable to stress the problem of Aurich to the Canadian authorities since at the same time you are trying to be nice to them and get more sponsorships,” he wrote, “but the Women’s federation might well be shocked at the situation of those women and children.”1 The situation to which Ferguson was referring was the more than a thousand women and children in the camp, visas in hand, “month after month waiting for the men to send for them.” These were the wives and children of men who had gone to Canada on contracts with the Ministry of Labour, but as Ferguson soon learned from camp authorities, many of them had already changed their jobs in Canada and had “now virtually disappeared.” He interviewed one woman with three children who had been in the camp for nine months. “Now her husband has written saying he wants a divorce to marry another woman. Well, of course, that is impossible until she gets either an individual sponsorship or he brings her over to Canada and makes a proper agreement with her … [but] this case does pose the problem. The woman I may say is strangely unbitter. She says this would never have happened if they hadn’t been parted.”2

By the end of the 1940s, the spectacle of thousands of women and children left waiting in DP camps as the male DP population dwindled revealed an uncomfortable truth: the immigration policies of Western governments hungry for manual laborers were creating a second phase of DP family separations, long after the war had ended. The irony of this was not lost on Ferguson. “On the face of it, it does seem ridiculous that UNRRA [United Nations Rehabilitation and Repatriation Administration] spent so much time bringing war parted families together and now on their resettlement they get torn apart.”3 Margaret McNeill, a Quaker relief worker stationed in Germany, observed the “growing despair” of the DPs with families facing separation, and the “intolerable anxiety” involved in leaving a wife and family behind in Germany. “Separation was breezily advocated by the representatives from Canada and Australia who visited Germany to select volunteers,” she wrote. “It was all so different from the mass emigration which the D.P.s and we ourselves had dreamed of”:


In reality, almost every application for emigration was preceded by an agonizing mental conflict; and one after another our friends came to us for the advice and reassurance which we could so seldom give. What, for instance, could one say to Mrs Parrest, with her elderly mother and her pretty fragile daughter? Education, old age and ill-health were all debarring factors. Mr Pawloss’s magnificent forehead was furrowed with piteous anxiety, for even if he could ever get his bad leg past the medical test, how could he possibly leave his wife and small son for an indefinite period in Germany? Mr Petrulis never even entertained the idea of leaving his sister and her children unprotected; but Mr Stolnieks, from the Latvian Camp, realized he would soon sink to utter uselessness in Germany, and with a flash of pathetic courage set off for Canada as a lumberjack to build up a new home for his wife and precious little Solveiga.4



Such cases were repeated across the sphere of IRO resettlement schemes. Some left for the West with the hope and the promise of bringing out other family members as soon as they were able, but then found official barriers to reunion insurmountable. Others created new families and decided against bringing out their old ones. Many used the resettlement route to disappear, from their families, their former lives, or their homelands.5 This included SS (Schutzstaffel) officers and concentration camp guards, who “melted away into the populations on the move. Going missing—choosing to disappear—was not too difficult.”6

A popular BBC radio serial of the period, Address Unknown, dramatized the phenomenon about the search for the missing and began each episode with the enigmatic detective Henry Simon of the London “Missing Person Bureau.”7 Each week, Simon would pull a fictional file from his cabinet to solve a new mystery of someone who had vanished without a trace—“some because they had to, others of their own free will.” The series ran from the end of the war until 1960, producing 355 episodes, many of them dealing with stories of DPs. “Have you ever wondered what makes people disappear?” he asked his audience in one of the earlier episodes. “What makes them leave their home and hide from friends and family, in some remote corner of the earth, for months or years and sometimes even forever?”8 This question captivated the listening public. Address Unknown created the missing person in this period as a fascinating figure of either deception or tragedy, and tracing as a profession replete with mystery and satisfying endings. “The fascination of these searches we undertake, these quests for the missing, is the unexpected development, the twist of fate, the sudden new idea, the vital clue, these things that make all the difference between success and failure, the difference between locating your quarry and losing the trail forever.”9

But such romance and excitement were rarely experienced in the real world of tracing in postwar Europe. Immediately after the war ended, hunting for lost relatives among the millions of displaced became a major preoccupation, a task that, for the DPs themselves, was often considered more important than food, clothing, and even health.10 Many conducted their own personal searches, plastering notices in train stations, placing ads in newspapers, scrawling names on buildings, and traveling from camp to camp carrying photographs of loved ones. The missing were posted on noticeboards, read out in radio broadcasts, and published in camp newspapers.11 A scene in the Australian film Mike and Stefani, filmed in the Leipheim DP camp, captured the daily loudspeaker announcements, when everyone gathered silently to listen.12 “All activity stops. People stand still listening and hoping. Every now and then a voice screams ‘Me! That’s me!’ And somebody who has ceased to be a lost soul rushes wildly towards the administration building. At other times a couple of men will look at each other, then one will go to the office to report how so-and-so, mentioned over the loudspeaker, was killed at Dachau.”13

Tadeusz Borowski, the Polish writer who survived Dachau and Auschwitz, described how he and three of his friends set up an information agency in West Germany in an apartment recently vacated by a Nazi. They wanted to leave Europe as soon as possible. But first, he wrote, “we were busy with the frantic search for our loved ones”:


One of us was looking for his wife, whom he had last seen in Prusków when he was leaving for a concentration camp in Germany; another—a fiancée, missing from Ravensbruck; the third—a sister who had fought in the Warsaw uprising; the fourth—a girl, whom he had left pregnant in the gypsy camp when in October ’44 he was taken in a transport from Birkenau to Gross-Rosen, Flossenbrug and Dachau. And all four of us, seized by the general frenzy, began searching for our families, friends and acquaintances.14



Hundreds of different organizations set up tracing agencies across Europe at the end of the war. Although the tracing of missing civilians was identified as early as 1942 by the Allies as an issue of concern, it was not something that was considered urgent by the military authorities confronting the acute shortage of food, health care, and housing in postwar Germany and Austria.15 But for most DPs, locating family members and loved ones was a first priority. By the end of 1945, the occupation authorities hastened to impose some kind of order on the increasingly chaotic proliferation of tracing services, most of which had no experience in the field. Initially, the Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Forces (SHAEF) acceded to a request by the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) to act as a central bureau. The ICRC was already experienced in tracing operations: it had established the first Information Agency of the Red Cross in 1870 and had been active in the field of tracing soldiers and prisoners of war ever since.16 By 1940, the ICRC head office in Geneva was already inundated with requests for information; in 1943, it created the “dispersed family service” and devised a standard tracing inquiry card, known as the P 10.027, printing one million of these cards for distribution. “To reunite the dispersed family” became its official mantra. Civilian tracing was a new function of the ICRC, reflecting the fact that the number of civilian deaths and displacement was at its highest point in the history of modern warfare.17 “No other war,” writes Caroline Moorehead, “dispersed so many civilians.”18

But the ICRC’s expectation that it would officially lead tracing efforts in Europe was temporarily thwarted in mid-1945. Instead, in a series of complicated maneuvers, the Allies created the Central Tracing Bureau in 1945, placing it under the management of the newly established UNRRA. In 1948, the Allies renamed the bureau the International Tracing Service (ITS) under the jurisdiction of the IRO with a mandate to trace and clarify the fates of missing persons and victims of Nazism.19 From this moment onward, the Soviet Union was excluded from participation in ITS operations because of Moscow’s refusal to recognize the IRO. In 1955, after the IRO had ended operations in Germany, the ICRC was finally invited to take over management of the ITS, ensuring the reassertion of the International Red Cross as the principal body for tracing worldwide.

The ITS became the central repository for all documents relating to the fates of people across Europe during the Second World War. Administered by the ICRC, the service received the bulk of its funding from the West German government and, under the Bonn Agreement, was answerable to an eleven-member international commission. Located in the once staunchly Nazi spa town of Arolsen, a few hours’ journey from Frankfurt, the tracing archive consists of twenty-six kilometers of information: conservative estimates of its holdings are of around forty-seven million documents relating to over seventeen million people. It is the world’s biggest repository of records concerning the crimes and the victims of the Nazis, and contains concentration camp documents, transport and deportation lists, Gestapo arrest records, prison records, forced and slave labor records, the records of over three million DPs, and an estimated fifty million pages relating to three million files of inquiries from people all over the world searching for information about the missing. It also contains vast numbers of files relating to the Lebensborn program, records of the child search branch, postwar reunification cases, emigration and shipping lists, UNRRA and IRO operational data, and additional collections deposited to or collected by the ITS until recently. As Paul Shapiro notes, these vast collections “stretch from the moment Adolf Hitler came to power until the present day.”20

Since its beginnings, the ITS has had a controversial history. Its humanitarian mission to assist victims of Nazism in tracing their families was often overshadowed by the politics of its strategic usefulness as a source of information for Cold War purposes. During the 1950s, Jennifer Rodgers argues, the archive was heavily mined for information by Washington as a tool of psychological and intelligence warfare against the Soviet Union. “American officials believed that the control of information on displaced persons, refugees, and stateless persons in the ITS, and access to these individuals, through programs such as the President’s Escapee Program, gave the United States an advantage over the Soviet Union,” she writes.21 Moreover, inquiries from the Soviet Union and its allies were routinely rejected: after the summer of 1948, the ITS provided information to the Eastern Bloc only in cases of death, and only when reciprocal information was forthcoming.22 By the end of the twentieth century, scandals engulfed the archive as people attempting to trace the fate of relatives were routinely waiting between three and twelve years for information. Once known as the “Archive of Horrors,” it became more famous as “Hitler’s Secret Archive,” a Bermuda Triangle into which information went and never came out. It was argued by ITS management that this was to protect the victims, but it increasingly became apparent that it had also aided the exoneration of Nazis and those who helped them elude capture, including British and U.S. intelligence services.23 Finally, after years of pressure from the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum and other institutions, the ITS opened its doors to researchers and the public in 2007.

In the immediate postwar period, the Australian Red Cross was appointed by the Australian government to act as a national tracing bureau for missing civilians in Europe, working closely with the ITS. Almost immediately, the organization was inundated with inquiries from people looking for information about the whereabouts of family members.24 Many of these were from the Jewish community in Australia, but a large number also came via Red Cross societies overseas, on behalf of family members trying to locate relatives who had gone to Australia from the DP camps. Sometimes, these were requests for information about parents of children who had been left behind. In March 1950, for example, two unaccompanied brothers, aged nine and eleven, came to the notice of the IRO.


Born of the German married couple P, Kurt and Ingeburg … Bodo and his brother Wulf have always lived in Peine. Their father a soldier was killed in action on 25.1.45. In 1948, the mother married Jugoslavian L. who on 23.3.49 emigrated to Australia as a DP under IRO sponsorship, taking with him the mother, another sibling P, Elke, born 25.9.43 and a child of his new marriage, Mirce, born 4.6.48. The mother and stepfather were allowed to take only two children when they emigrated. Bodo and Wulf were left with the maternal grandmother and grandfather. The grandmother died the same day the family left for Australia. The grandfather has since remarried.25



The IRO asked that the children be allowed to emigrate to Australia to join their mother and stepfather, and Australian passenger cards show that Bodo and Wulf landed in Fremantle via Bremerhaven in November 1950.26 These tracing files indicate the impact of resettlement and migration policies on DP families who, often separated in the first instance by war, were then forced apart a second or third time by the strict visa requirements of the DP program. Like the programs of other resettlement countries hungry for labor to rebuild postwar economies, Australia’s mass resettlement scheme was a muscle-building mission that targeted, in the first instance, able-bodied men and, to a lesser extent, women of child-bearing age. As we have seen, Western countries were notoriously uninterested in single mothers, the elderly, invalids, the handicapped, and families with more dependents than breadwinners. This situation changed toward the end of the Australian scheme’s lifetime, as the IRO began to close the DP camps and Australia bowed to international pressure to relax restrictions on, for example, reuniting aged parents of Australian DPs.

But as detailed in chapter 5, other restrictions were less easy to overcome. In a letter to the Immigration Department in 1954, a Red Cross officer in Perth explained the plight of one man who had come to Australia as a DP in 1951 but had not seen his wife and child since 1947. His wife had been given permission to come to Australia, but their eight-year-old son was refused entry because his right eye had been removed two years earlier (the result of an infection that, had it been treated in time, could have been cured). Now, mother and son were in Czechoslovakia. “His wife naturally refuses to leave the boy and come to Australia by herself. As a result, a severe case of hardship has been created for all parties concerned,” wrote S. Verios, a Red Cross officer, ending with the hope that a “re-examination of circumstances may lead to a permit being granted.”27

By far the largest casualties of Australia’s muscular immigration agenda were women and children. IRO ships to Australia typically carried hundreds more men than women, and only a handful of small families. “Two consequences emerged—on the one hand, the masculinisation of the Australian immigration population and on the other, the marginalisation of women in the immigration program.”28 The fact that Australia’s immigration scheme tore families apart was not a secret. In 1950, a newspaper article quoted Harold Holt, immigration minister (after Arthur Calwell) in the Menzies government, defending the separation of families under the current migration scheme in response to criticisms made by the Australian Council of the World Council of Churches. “The spiritual leaders of our community would be the last to suggest that we should leave family units to face a grim and hopeless future in Europe,” he was quoted as saying. “Yet this is the only alternative to the present arrangement whereby wives and children are housed in holding centres until such time as their bread winners can find family accommodation elsewhere.”29 When pressed, the government argued that such separations were temporary, the result of a housing crisis for migrant families in rural areas where the men were mainly indentured.

But Red Cross tracing records show that these lengthy and distant separations were not always resolved in the original family’s favor. Many women and children were left behind in DP camps, in their countries of origin, or in any of the other countries of exile or domicile that made up the complicated story of European displacement in the first half of the twentieth century. Sometimes what was intended as a temporary separation became more permanent as men reestablished themselves with new wives and new families. The Cold War also cemented these rifts, for those left behind often remained stranded, only reaching out to the Red Cross when letters stopped coming and hopes of being reunited were becoming desperate. “Dear Madam,” A. Rivier of the ICRC in Geneva wrote to a certain Mrs. Borthwick of the Australian Red Cross welfare service, “the following is another case that we are not willing to refer to an official agency because we fear that the requested enquiry may reveal a delicate situation.”30 The inquirer was from Yugoslavia, a woman looking for news of her husband, who used to write to her and promised to bring her and their children to Australia but had stopped writing for quite a while. “We wonder why the man does not write? Has he been discouraged by difficulties encountered in having his wife join him in Australia? Has he found a new attachment in Australia?” The inquiry would have to be made cautiously, Rivier advised, in case the man had remarried. “We hope this is not the case, but one never knows especially when the first wife lives in a country from where it is difficult to emigrate.”31

Deserted wives with children appear frequently in the postwar tracing record. Their entreaties to the Red Cross were a twist on the better-known “problem” of the unattached migrant bachelor that preoccupied authorities in the period. As Zora Simic argues, it was the unhappily unmarried migrant worker who posed the most concern to attuned observers of DP adjustments to Australian life.32 A surplus of men produced by the scheme caused a structural imbalance of the sexes in the Australian migrant population, creating a worrying phenomenon known as the “bachelors of misery,” a phrase coined by Czech migrant Vladimir Borin in 1961 to describe single migrant men unable to find a wife. These men were a clear source of public anxiety. Marriage, a home, and a family were the trifecta underscoring the “Australian way of life” in this period, a discourse that shaped the doctrine of assimilation and the possibility of social stability. Stories regularly circulated in the public domain bemoaning the “migrant bachelor” struggling with isolation and despair, and these representations of male loneliness were an uncomfortable reminder of the difficulties associated with migrant settlement.33

But Red Cross tracers were encountering an altogether different phenomenon. “I have during the past months received quite a number of enquiries … in regard to migrants to this country,” wrote a morally affronted Joyce Astley of the Red Cross welfare service in South Australia. “We have, in all cases, been able to trace the man concerned, but I am afraid that we have not had great practical success in many cases. These are mostly concerned with failures to support wives or children left behind in Europe,” she continued, “and we have, at all times, found that once the man is here his sense of responsibility towards those he has left behind becomes very blunted.”34 Indeed, the tracing files are littered with examples of migrant men sought by former wives and partners, often the mothers of their children, who were discovered to be in new marriages without having yet annulled or broken off their former commitments. “We beg you to kindly undertake the search of Mr. Avram U., Bulgarian, born the 19th February 1925 in the village of Zafirovo, profession of hospital attendant, who, according to information given by the Italian Red Cross, left Trieste in December 1954 to go to Australia,” wrote an official from the Bulgarian Red Cross to their Australian counterpart in 1956. “The enquirer is his wife, Mrs Marinka Avramova U., who would very much like her husband to be reinstated in the home and provide for his children.”35 Australian immigration records show that the man came to Australia in 1955 on the Toscana from Italy.36 But the Red Cross didn’t provide this information, instead replying that it could not trace him. This was often code for not being given permission by the sought person to disclose the truth of one’s whereabouts, rather than the fact that someone had not been found. The Red Cross was obliged to respect the wishes of the person being traced, but as we saw in the case of Alexander S. in chapter 4, this could sometimes lead to lifelong, fruitless searches.

The International Social Service (ISS), a charity organization created in the interwar period mainly to assist with family problems related to migration, was often in contact with the Red Cross to find husbands who had stopped communicating with their wives and, effectively, deserted them. In 1954, A. Rivier of the ISS wrote to the Red Cross to ask if Herbert K. could be contacted in Australia to establish his future plans for his wife and child still in Germany. “The marriage of Mr and Mrs K. is said to have been a very happy one and Mr K. was apparently extremely fond of his children,” she explained.37 Herbert K. had left for Australia in 1951, and although he had apparently intended to send for his wife, things had not turned out as well as he had hoped. After writing regularly for the first two years of their separation, he had stopped writing, although he continued to send remittances when he could. “You will agree that there is something strange in this, especially as his last letters seemed to show that he had difficulties in adapting himself, in finding employment, etc.”38 His wife, who worked as a packer in Germany, was eager to join him in Australia. A Red Cross interview with her husband revealed that he did not write “because he appears to be very restless in this country.” He did not want his wife and children to come to Australia but wanted instead to go to New Zealand or return to Germany. The Red Cross interviewer had “gained the impression that Mr K. does realise his responsibilities towards his wife and children but is not prepared to face up to the problem.” Indeed, she felt that “any attempt by an outside person to intervene or being [sic] pressure to bear on him, would only result in what little money he does send to his wife being stopped.”39 Although not the response the wife had hoped for, the officer felt that perhaps this knowledge would allow the wife “to rebuild her own life and that of her children.”

Just as often, the ISS contacted the Red Cross to assist with paternity disputes, mainly around trying to get fathers in Australia to pay child maintenance to the mothers of their children overseas. These came often enough that the Australian director Alfred Brown was forced to issue a policy document on the matter. “In commenting on these cases,” it stated, “we must strongly point out that such personal and matrimonial problems which could quite possibly develop into legal proceedings, are not the concern of this Society and it is not our responsibility to investigate such matters, nor is it our job to compel new arrivals to keep up correspondence with persons overseas.”40 Nevertheless, cases of abandoned wives and mothers continued to land on the desks of the Red Cross tracing service throughout the 1950s and 1960s. In 1954, the welfare branch of the ISS contacted the Red Cross about Frieda M., whose fiancé had remarried in Australia without her knowledge. A letter to the Australian Red Cross from the ICRC in Geneva described “a rather delicate situation” concerning the Czech-born Hungarian man, Josef N., who had emigrated to Australia in 1950. “During his stay in Germany before that, he lived for some time in the house of the widow Frieda M.,” the intrepid A. Rivier described. Frieda had two children from a previous marriage, fourteen and twelve years of age. Another child was born to Frieda and Josef in 1949. “When Mr N. sailed for Australia, he promised Mrs M. that he would send for her and the children. After he arrived in Australia he continued to write regularly … till June 1952, after which all letters written to him at the above address were not answered and not returned.”41 The Red Cross was able to locate Josef and wrote back with new information. “Mr N. has married a widow with two children, the eldest of which is working, and since their marriage they have had another child”, wrote the tracing officer. “I think you will probably agree with me that under the circumstances, Mr N. is most unlikely to have any further interest in Mrs M. and her children. It is curious, isn’t it, that the pattern out here seems to follow the pattern in Germany exactly—I mean a widow with two children and now a child of their own. I think you will probably agree with me that it would be useless to contact Mr N.”42

Red Cross officers clearly struggled to weigh the responsibilities of these men as fathers and husbands to their former wives against the sensitivities of their new families in Australia. In 1959, for example, the Red Cross and Red Crescent Society in Moscow asked the Australian Red Cross to trace Grigory U. (also known by the Ukrainian form of his name, Hrihory) on behalf of his wife Maria and their seventeen-year-old son. Grigory was already well known to the Red Cross, having initiated an inquiry of his own three years earlier for his brother Nicolai, believed to be in Siberia. But the inquiry by his wife was not forwarded on to Grigory, because he was now living with a new wife and her two children. “She is well known in the district and greatly respected,” wrote the West Australian tracing officer, explaining the reluctance to inform Grigory of the inquiry by the Russian Red Cross.43 “Assuming that Maria U. is the legal wife of Hrihory U., we appear to be in a delicate situation. We would be glad to know how you intend to reply, bearing in mind that these people are living happily as man and wife and that Mrs U. (an Australian) is in all probability ignorant of her husband’s former marriage.” The Australian Red Cross instead decided to hide the truth from its Soviet counterpart, writing that the man in question could not be traced. This was followed up by an official letter to the Red Cross and Red Crescent Society in October 1959 that stated, “Our enquiries have failed to trace Mr U.”44

These decisions, as difficult as they clearly were, reflected the fear that the “old” family might wreak havoc on the “new” and a desire to protect the rights of the new Australian family against those of the family left behind. Of course, it was not as clear cut as this; welfare workers like Joyce Astley or A. Rivier were also concerned for men to live up to their responsibilities toward their wives and children on the other side of the world. But in some responses, we can also discern a tacit bias toward inquiries from the national Red Cross societies of the Soviet Union: although outwardly, the Red Cross operated under a principle of neutrality, the politicization of relief work more generally in this period infiltrated the machinery of tracing. As scholars have argued, the new internationalism of postwar relief after the Second World War embodied a new way of thinking about the possibilities for future international cooperation, but it was anchored in the recognition of the need to protect national sovereignty and strengthen national units, “since nation-states appeared to be the only viable components of the postwar order.”45

This emphasis on the importance of rebuilding the nation-state was mirrored in the emphasis on rebuilding families, the central principle governing tracing work. But not all families were considered equal. As we saw in chapter 4, for example, traced children were often not returned to parents in Eastern Bloc countries and were instead assisted in migrating to the United States or Canada. Moreover, inquirers in the Soviet Union often encountered bureaucratic barriers when trying to locate family members in the West. Tereza K., in her Soviet repatriation interview in 1950, told her interviewer that after her escape to Copenhagen from a German forced labor unit, she ended up in the Liump DP camp. She tried to locate her parents but was told by the Danish Red Cross that they had died. In fact, her parents were alive, but, she told her interviewer, she now “knew that this was what the Red Cross always said”—namely, that relatives were either dead or sent to Siberia.46 Although this kind of hearsay is difficult to substantiate, there are clear patterns with the experience documented in the tracing records, of family members behind the Iron Curtain who were lied to for the sake of protecting the interests of those in the West.

Often, people preferred to “stay dead” rather than be found. The suspicion that migrants actively used either Australia or the war as an opportunity to “disappear” is frequently borne out in the tracing service case files. For example, a father in Estonia searching for his son, Elias, made contact with the ICRC, which, in turn, tracked the son to Australia. Alfred Brown wrote to Geneva that although the son had been located, “he did not desire his present address to be released to the enquirer. In view of Mr V.’s wishes, therefore, perhaps you may care to advise the enquirer that his son’s address is not available to us.”47 This was not an infrequent response. Daughters sometimes did not wish for their mothers to find them, brothers their sisters, sisters their brothers, and fathers their children. “We refer to your enquiry of 11th March, 1964, concerning the above-named on behalf of his daughter, Mrs Dalia K., Pola Yugoslavia,” wrote the secretary general, L. G. Stubbings, to the ICRC in Geneva. “For completion of your files, we wish to advise that Mr Josip U. does not wish to contact his daughter,” adding that he wanted no further communication “for family reasons.”48

The disappearing acts of husbands, fathers, mothers, daughters and sisters, and sons and brothers all had their unique circumstances and individual motivations. At the heart of these cases lies all the drama, and the mystery, of human relations. Why did the sister not want to be found? Why does the father not want his address to be known? Was this a symptom of Cold War politics or of a dysfunctional family? For those who were successful, what happened next? For many left behind, the questions were tragically repetitive: Why does he not write? What is she doing? They were frequently, as in the case of Zhanya from Lithuania, underscored by a mixture of hope, fear, and disbelief. Her lengthy search for her sister through the Soviet and German Red Cross organizations had finally led to her discovery in Australia: “There was no reason for us to quarrel and not to write to each other. Four years have passed now and I know nothing about her.… So I would very much like to know whether she is alive or not.”49 She was alive, but, as the Australian Red Cross informed its Soviet counterpart in Moscow, did not wish to have future contact with her sister.

In another case, a young fourteen-year-old girl attempted to locate her natural father. In 1961 the ICRC wrote to the Australian Red Cross about an inquiry from the Hungarian Red Cross, on behalf of a young woman, Noemi, whose father had emigrated to Australia in May 1958 with a new wife. “We wish to advise we have now been in touch with Mr U. at his new address,” the Australian Red Cross officer wrote. “He does not wish to enter into correspondence and make contact with his daughter Noemi, he said that the mother married Mr S. approximately seven years ago, who adopted the little girl a year later. Mr U. knew his daughter only as a small baby.” The officer explained that Mr. U. was adamant that reestablishing contact would be detrimental to Noemi. Is it right, he had asked, “to tell a child of 14, whose name is S. and who has been cared and looked after by her foster father anything about me”?50 The daughter was subsequently told that the father’s address was not known and that he had not been traced.

This strategy of telling inquirers that the persons they were seeking could not be found was a standard one, but, as noted earlier, such evasions could often lead to desperate and lengthy searches. In 1961 the British Red Cross received a new inquiry from Maria U., who was still looking for her husband, because she had apparently received a parcel from him via a Polish delivery agency located in London. She believed that he must now be living in England. This Polish agency was subsequently traced by the British Red Cross to an Australian company in Perth. Finally, the Red Cross made the decision to visit the West Australian home of Grigory U. and his Australian wife, two years after the original inquiry. “From the outset it was obvious that Mrs U. knew that her husband had a son (now aged 19) in Russia”:


She was anxious that her husband should “do the right thing” by his son, even to the extent of nominating him as a migrant, and that he should correspond and send parcels to Maria. I do not think that Mrs U. had any knowledge of these circumstances at the time of her marriage. She referred to the facile marriage and divorce customs in the Soviet Union and said that if her husband had been married in Russia the marriage was a wartime marriage and of about six weeks duration as he had been taken POW [prisoner of war] by the Germans and had not returned to Russia after the war.51



In the lengthy memo to the national executive, the tracing officer described the exemplary social standing of the couple, who “live in their own home which is well kept and well furnished. They are regarded as good citizens.” Moreover, Grigory U. was regarded by his employer, the West Australian Railways, as a “steady reliable type.”52 This sketch of the good home, well kept, well furnished, and owner-occupied by good citizens, described the exemplary migrant-citizen in assimilationist Australia.53 It also had deeper Cold War connotations. In the early Cold War years, the nuclear family was posited as the antithesis of Communism, which was frequently demonized, as Tara Zahra describes, in terms of its alleged destruction of the family.54 Grigory U. presented the perfect triad of home, job, and family. As the Red Cross officer went on to confirm, it was not his responsibilities to his Russian wife that U. feared, but Communism: “Mr U. didn’t confirm or deny marriage. His main fear was that the Soviet Government will try to compel him to return to Russia. This fear is prompted by the fact that after he wrote to his niece and brother-in-law in 1956 he received a letter from the Soviet embassy in Wellington, New Zealand, asking him to return to Russia (‘all is forgiven’) and enclosing application forms for a passport. This request is a veritable Sword of Damocles to Mr U. against which I tried to reassure him.”55

A fear of Soviet discovery is common in the tracing documents. A memorandum written by the Victorian division in 1952, concerning the nature of contact with the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies of the USSR, Polish Red Cross, Yugoslav Red Cross, and Czechoslovakian Red Cross Societies, explained that because many of the inquirers were political refugees, they were often “very reluctant to have their names forwarded to the above mentioned Societies. Some, in fact, would prefer to cancel the enquiries if they cannot be sent through International Red Cross. Others only want to ascertain if their families are alive. They do not wish to correspond or have it known that they are seeking news as they are afraid of reprisals.”56 A generalized fear of Communist reprisal against ex-Soviet migrants was a familiar trope in this period. An article in the Townsville Daily Bulletin described how “migrants from behind the ‘Iron Curtain’ (such as Russian-occupied Germany, the Baltic provinces and Russia itself) were not corresponding with their loved ones in the homeland because a letter from outside the ‘Iron Curtain’ immediately places the people who receive it under suspicion.” It was an established fact, the article continued, “that many thousands had disappeared and were doubtless lost due to having received letters from the outside world.”57

Yet how well established was this fact, and how well founded this fear? As Sheila Fitzpatrick writes, the Soviet Union made great efforts to convince Soviet DPs who had resettled in Australia to repatriate, even sending two military intelligence agents to Canberra to find suitable candidates. But their mission was to persuade DPs to take up the offer of repatriation, rather than force them as had been done with Soviet DPs in Europe. In the end, they did not have much luck, managing to persuade only “a paltry dozen” of the approximately fifty thousand eligible migrants to return to the Soviet Union.58 Most had concealed their Soviet citizenship by inventing false identities in the DP camps to prevent forced repatriation, and now continued to remain “in disguise.” Exposing their identities by contacting, or being contacted by, the Red Cross was undoubtedly seen as risky, not just for the DPs living in the anti-Communist climate of Cold War Australia, but even more so for their relatives living behind the Iron Curtain. Contact with Westerners could have dangerous ramifications. How real the danger of contact was for those living in Australia is less clear. There are occasions when protestations to the Red Cross against being contacted seemed more likely to be a ruse, to avoid responsibilities and/or contact with former families in the Communist bloc.

But it was also the case that the Red Cross tracing service could become the only means of communication for family members on different sides of the Iron Curtain. By the end of the 1940s, the Cold War division of families dominated the caseload of Red Cross tracing in Australia. In 1952, a confidential Red Cross memorandum reported: “We have found that over the past twelve months the nature of our enquiries is changing; the number of enquiries for members of families separated by World War II have decreased, but those for whom contact has been made either through Red Cross or other channels, and since lost owing to Communist occupation, have increased considerably.”59

Red Cross officers certainly faced a dilemma when it came to deciding how far their charter extended in facilitating communication between families separated by the Cold War. Victorian Red Cross officer Sybil Irving, in an inquiry to the national office, described the case of Mr. H., who had sent a Red Cross message to Moscow to be given to his family: “The reply message written in the handwriting of the enquirer’s brother stated that the mother was dead, but the remainder of the family well. The writer seemed to indicate that it would be unwise to correspond. This was the first news received in six years. It appears now that the only contact the enquirer can have with his family is through Red Cross. Can we accept further enquiries from him, and if so, how often?”60 The mission of the Red Cross “to reunite the dispersed family in the first instance”61 meant that, officially, it was at first unable to perform the role of conduit for communication across Cold War borders. Nedelko T. contacted the Australian Red Cross in 1952. He had been in Australia two years, and during that time he had written regularly to his wife in Bulgaria but had not received any replies. He approached the Red Cross to forward a letter to his wife, and it became apparent, through Red Cross messages, that this was the first communication from her husband she was able to receive. “She suggested that he continue to send through Red Cross as it was the only way she would be able to receive letters.” Because her husband was a political refugee in Australia, she was frequently interrogated by police, “many of these interrogations resulting in beatings.” Would it be possible, Nedelko wanted to know, for the Red Cross to continue to send letters from him to his wife? “This case is similar to others which we receive, and we would appreciate your advice as to how we should reply to the enquirers. Although contact has been established through Red Cross, it is quite impossible for the parties to continue correspondence by ordinary postal channels,” Irving wrote, “and for most of our enquirers letter telegrams and cables are too expensive.”62

Alfred Brown, the secretary general of the Australian Red Cross tracing service, followed up Irving’s request by approaching the ICRC in Geneva and asking for a ruling in such cases.63 The ICRC response, when it came, sanctioned the use of Red Cross messages as a means of communication across the Cold War divide. Twenty-five-word messages were now to be permitted on forms stamped with the ICRC logo, if they were “of a personal and family character without political or economic indications of any kind” and limited to one every three months. These messages were to be used only in cases where it was felt that “the parties in Australia cannot obtain news of their relations by means of the ordinary post, or are afraid that the use of the ordinary post may draw attention of the authorities to their relations.”64 These messages became, for many, an invaluable chink in the Iron Curtain. They were also inherently political acts. As Katherine Verdery notes, in Romania the simple act of having a conversation with a foreigner could be considered a crime if not reported to the authorities.65 By going through the Red Cross, family members could presumably circumvent these laws and avoid punishment.

The file of Nedelko T., detailing his efforts to reunite with his wife, spans fifteen years. In 1967 he again approached the Red Cross, this time to assist him in bringing his wife to Australia. But though the Australian government had approved her visa in 1965, the Bulgarian Red Cross responded that Mrs. T. had been refused a passport in Bulgaria. Sadly, the file ends here. But there were happy endings for some. Forty years after the end of the war, a father in Poland located a son in Australia through the Red Cross, in Orange, New South Wales. “The look on his face at learning his father was alive was wonderful.”66 In another case, Konstantyn S. approached the Red Cross in 1959 to search for his parents, with whom he last had contact in 1940 when he fled the Ukraine to escape deportation. He had subsequently changed his name. He instructed the Red Cross not to send the inquiry to the USSR but to inquire in Geneva “in the hope that perhaps they had escaped from the Ukraine.”67 The ICRC notified the Australian Red Cross that it had received a letter from the parents asking who the inquirer was. “They have no relatives abroad and their son Boris was reported missing during the war. They ask: could it be him? And wait for a quick answer.” A short letter in the mother’s handwriting was included in the reply. Boris was on the doorstep of the Red Cross office at 9 a.m. the next day, “very happy to hear that his parents are still alive.” A message to his parents in German and Russian was dispatched, informing them that he was well, “happily married with a daughter and son.” The director of the New South Wales tracing bureau wrote to the national office:


For your confidential information he still does not want his name and address to be sent to his parents through Red Cross, because he is about to be naturalised, and he fears any possible repercussions.… He did not say whether he will write to his parents under the new name he has taken, he is still considering what is the best way to avoid any harm to parents or brother, as the authorities in the USSR do not approve of their nationals taking other countries’ citizenship, and he dares not say that he is in good circumstances here in Australia and happy to remain here to bring up his children.



Successful tracing stories were regularly seized upon in the media, offsetting more negative reports about migrant suicide and alienation.68 In 1971, the Australian Women’s Weekly published a story profiling the work of the young director of the national tracing bureau in Sydney, Patricia Neasbey, who described the case of a young Estonian woman called Marya, separated from her family as a young girl and sent to work as a slave laborer in Germany. “Her memories were terrible, and talking about them brought them back. Her last news of her family was in 1941. She needed a family, she needed to belong, and that’s why she had come to us. We were her last resort.”69 For months the tracing bureau attempted to find her family, with no results. “Then came the day when I asked her to come and see me. There was news.” Her mother and brothers were alive. “I’ll never forget her face. It blazed with joy.” They were still in Estonia, and she could not go to them or they to her. “That’s politics. But she could write, and so could they. She wasn’t alone—she had a family.”

The ability of Red Cross officers to reunite family members and reestablish communication was often tested by the particular historical circumstances of DP immigration and the Cold War. The rules of war that had traditionally governed tracing on the battlefield were in many ways easier to navigate than the far murkier politics of the peace. Restoring families soon proved to be as fraught a project as restoring democracy to the ruined nations of Europe, and was often discovered to be an unattainable and ultimately misplaced goal. Often the cases they encountered seemed merely to prove the point, that the war had damaged families, sometimes beyond recognition. But more prominent was the fact, so often presented to the tracers and welfare workers, that families rarely behaved in ways that they were meant to.

These searches demonstrate the longevity and reach of the Second World War and its aftermath on families; even today, a heavy part of the caseload for the Australian Red Cross, as for Red Cross tracing services in Europe and in the newer nation-states of the old Soviet Union, continues to relate to the Second World War. During the 1990s, the ITS annually received over 150,000 inquiries, from fifty-seven different countries.70 In 2019, the ITS was renamed the Arolsen Archives in recognition of its new iteration as a research institution and source of information about the Holocaust and its victims. It routinely features stories on its website about people from around the world whose visits to the archive continue to uncover startling truths about the fates of their families under the Third Reich, and at the time of writing still receives around twenty thousand inquiries about victims of Nazi persecution each year.71

As the tracing record shows, Australia could be a place of refuge, hiding, or exile for DP families. There were families who were never reunited despite the best efforts of tracing officers throughout the country. Some of these cases expose a migrant Australia that lent itself more easily to the trope of assimilation, as a country in which migrants could “disappear.” While Australian historians have become attuned to the oppressive ramifications of an assimilation policy that demanded migrants “blend in,” quickly and quietly, to the dominant Anglo culture of a White Australia, there is less recognition of the very real agency of some migrants who might have used, and even embraced, this opportunity.

But it must also be remembered that the communication channels offered by the Red Cross throughout the Cold War period were a precious lifeline for many. One brother’s search finally ended after almost fifty years of separation from his four siblings. In 1925, Nikita V. fled to Australia after the Russian Revolution when he was eighteen years old, whereupon he immediately lost track of his two sisters and two brothers. He continually tried to find them in the intervening years. In 1968, the Moscow Red Cross approached the Department of Immigration in Canberra to try to locate him on behalf of his brother Vasili. In a not uncommon example of bureaucratic bungling, the Immigration Department informed the Red Cross that there was no record of this individual in Australia. Three years later, out of pure luck, Nikita, who had been living in Sydney all along, approached the Red Cross to initiate yet another search for his siblings in the USSR, thus alerting it to the original search by his brother Vasili. On December 1, 1971, the New South Wales tracing office wrote to the national office that Nikita V. had “called at the National Tracing Bureau, his face transfigured by happiness and holding a letter from his long-lost brother, Vasili, in which was given news of all the surviving members of the family.”72 He planned to visit the Soviet Union the next year “in the hope of being reunited with his loved ones.” His is just one family’s story among many personal histories revealed in the tracing files that provide a glimpse into the uniquely twentieth-century epic of family rupture and occasional reunion, against the backdrop of war, displacement, and migration in the lives of many migrants to Australia.




[image: A group of young women are seated around a long table sewing pieces of fabric by hand]
A women’s sewing course in a vocational school in the Jewish displaced persons (DP) camp in Wetzlar, Germany. Schemes to rehabilitate women as housewives and mothers and to educate girls in domestic skills were seen as one way of remedying the destruction of families by Nazism. c. 1945–1948. Yad Vashem.





[image: A woman with a child sits across a desk from another woman with a file open in front of her. A poster on the wall reads IRO. Another poster is a map of Europe.]
Migrant mother and child being interviewed by an International Relief Organization (IRO) migration official in Trieste, Italy. 1946–1958, ANMS0214[135] Australian National Maritime Museum Collection gift from Barbara Alysen, reproduced courtesy of IOM (ICEM).





[image: Two men and a woman are seated at a small wooden table outside a barracks hut. A group of people are queued around them, one of whom has a long beard, black hat, and long coat.]
Jewish DPs line up in front of a wooden barracks to register with IRO officials. Courtesy of Julien Bryan Archive, United States Holocaust Memorial Museum.





[image: Two elderly women are seated leaning against a brick wall on which a large V is painted inside a painted white circle.]
“As oblivious of the V sign as victory has been of them, these two old German-Jewish ladies sit out another waiting hour in a refugee camp for Europeans in Shanghai.” 1948, United Nations Archive, CNRRA39, S-0801-0009-0001-00076.





[image: Street scene with passers-by walking along a footpath in front of shopfronts with Russian and Chinese writing on them. The people include two European women and a man in heavy coats and a Chinese man looking directly at the camera, wearing a long white apron.]
Shanghai street scene in front of a hairdressers with the sign “Hairdressers Petrograd” in Russian and Chinese. Harrison Forman Collection, early 1940s, University of Wisconsin Milwaukee Library.
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Australian departmental officers supervising a 2:00 a.m. train embarkation for DPs at Augsburg, West Germany. At extreme left is Australian author and journalist Frank Clune. From right, officers Bill McCoy, Frank Appleton, and Harold Grant. 1950. Courtesy of National Archives of Australia, NAA: A12111, 2/1950/51A/1.





[image: Artwork of a bronzed muscular man wearing a slouched hat, singlet, and trousers looking straight ahead, walking through fields, juxtaposed against rural and manufacturing industries. The text on the poster reads “There’s a man’s job for you in Australia.”]
One of the posters designed by Australia’s Department of Information for distribution in the DP camps in Europe after the Second World War. c. 1947, There’s a Man’s Job for You in Australia, National Library of Australia, nla.obj-136976103.





[image: A woman in a nursing gown holds her hand against the back of a man whose bare chest is pressed against an x-ray machine.]
A prospective Austrian migrant has a chest x-ray at the Australian Migration Mission, Vienna, 1956. Health screening, especially for tuberculosis (TB) as shown here, was taken very seriously by Western migration officials. Anyone who was found with TB was unable to emigrate. Courtesy of National Archives of Australia, NAA: A12111, 1/1956/14/5.





[image: A young woman speaks to an older woman.]
Immigration restrictions according to health criteria by Western countries meant that many were unable to qualify for resettlement. Here, a welfare worker speaks with a woman who for health reasons has been rejected for emigration. 1947. Courtesy of National Archives of Australia, NAA: A12111, 1/1947/15/2.





[image: A young man sits across a desk from a man and a woman who look official. Behind them on the wall is a map of Australia.]
Australian immigration officer Mervin Stratton (right) interviews a young Hungarian man at a refugee camp in Yugoslavia, c. 1950s. This photo highlights Australia’s intention to recruit young, fair “types” to its immigration program. ANMS0214[150] Australian National Maritime Museum Collection gift from Barbara Alysen, reproduced courtesy of IOM (ICEM).





[image: Two young girls look out from the back of an old wagon.]
Homeless children like these two girls, who were found living in an old car, were among over one million missing, lost, and displaced children in Germany after the Second World War. 1946. Courtesy of ICRC.





[image: A young girl who looks about eight or nine holds up a small sign in front of her with the words “Grussman, Sinaida.”]
Sinaida Grussman holds a name card intended to help any of her surviving family members locate her at the Kloster Indersdorf DP camp. 1945, United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (courtesy of Lilo, Jack, and Micha Plaschkes).





[image: A poster in German with forty passport-size photos of young children and writing below each photo with brief descriptions. The poster from the German Red Cross reads “Diese kleinkinder suchen ihre Eltern” (These small children are looking for their parents).]
German Red Cross tracing poster produced in Hamburg in 1947 for children found on German soil after the Second World War looking for their parents. The German Red Cross (DRK) received over 300,000 tracing requests for missing children between 1945 and 1958, and the International Tracing Service (ITS) 343,057 in roughly the same period. jfmueller_1423, DRK Suchdienst. Courtesy of the German Red Cross collection.





[image: Two long rows of shelving units stacked with paper files to the ceiling.]
The ITS was established in Bad Arolsen, Germany, after the war to assist with the search for lost relatives. It holds around forty-seven million documents relating to over seventeen million people and is the world’s largest repository of evidence relating to the crimes and victims of the Nazis. View of the Processing Unit of the ITS (Richard Ehrlich/USHMM).





[image: Three women sit with their heads bent over documents at a large table covered in piles of paper dossiers. Behind the table one man stands bent forward to read a document and another man stands examining a shelf full of files.]
ITS office, Bad Arolsen, 1955. ICRC Archives.





[image: A woman and a man in a suit and tie holding a small child stand in front of a desk. Behind the desk sits a woman in profile typing on a black typewriter. On the wall behind them is a dog-eared poster that reads “Ein Neues Leben in Australien.”]
The K. family, in the IRO office of the Feldafing DP camp, begin the process of requesting visas to the United States in 1949. Mr. K. was a prisoner in Auschwitz and Buchewald, while his wife spent the war years in Germany passing as an Aryan under false papers. Note the poster on the wall advocating “a new life in Australia.” Item 26435, reference code NY_15539, American Joint Distribution Committee, New York.





[image: A ship is docked next to a jetty. The gangplank is draped in a long piece of white cloth that reads “International Refugee Organization.” A few men are gathered on the dock.]
To facilitate resettlement, the IRO had to requisition ships to transport passengers. This was the MS Skaubryn, which transported some twenty thousand European migrants to Australia during the program of mass resettlement of DPs. c. 1951, Australian National Maritime Museum Collection, ANMS0214(045) gift from Barbara Alysen, reproduced courtesy of IOM (ICEM).





[image: A woman and her child are squatting in front of a large world map. The little girl has a bow in her hair and is pointing at the sea next to Australia.]
A woman and her child have decided to emigrate to Australia with the IRO. 1947. Courtesy of National Archive of Australia, NAA: A12111, 1/1947/15/10





[image: A woman sits with a baby on her lap, surrounded by suitcases and baskets. The baby has a lanyard around its next that reads ICEM. There are other people in the background.]
A woman awaits departure for Australia from a migrant camp in Europe. ICEM stands for the Intergovernmental Committee for European Migration, which succeeded the IRO. 1952, Australian National Maritime Museum Collection gift from Barbara Alysen, ANMS0215(091).





[image: A group of men stand with their faces upturned to the camera. They are dressed in suits and ties, and most are smiling.]
A group of fit, young Polish men are about to be sent to work at an oil refinery in New South Wales. These were the “type” Australia hoped to attract to its mass immigration scheme. 1948, Australian National Maritime Museum Collection ANMS1453(020).




 



CONCLUSION

History off the Leash


“No one likes refugees,” observed Charles Simic, reflecting on his own family’s experience after the Second World War as refugees from Yugoslavia. “The ambiguous status of being called a DP [displaced person] made it even worse.”1 A young boy at the time, he and his family were in France in 1945 and were trying to get to the United States. But they never seemed to have the right documents. Instead, Simic remembers waiting in endless lines at official checkpoints, only to be told, when they finally reached the head of one queue or another, that the rules had suddenly changed since their last visit. “It’s hard for people who have never experienced it to truly grasp what it means to lack proper documents,” he writes.

The paperwork required was, indeed, a running sore for DPs in the camps. A joke that made the rounds in the DP camps told of two DPs who met: One asked where the other wished to emigrate. “Canada or Australia,” he answers. “Why not the US?” “Because the Americans put you on a scale, and start adding papers to the other side. When the paper equals your weight, you’re ready to go.”2 By the end of 1951, as the International Refugee Organization (IRO) moved to close operations, and as countries also ended their resettlement schemes, there was a “mad rush” to get the right documents, to ensure acceptance before the doors to emigration closed, by any means possible. Mark Wyman has described the spectacle of “long lines winding through the camps,” DPs clutching precious papers to be approved. “Just as refugee-clogged European roadways ushered in the immediate postwar era,” he writes, “so the closing of that era was marked by crowds of DPs moving through lines to have papers validated or to board the ships and airplanes carrying them away to a new life elsewhere.”3

A climate of suspicion plagued refugees in their encounters with the occupation authorities and humanitarian organizations in postwar Europe. “Every passport office, every police station, every consulate had a desk with a wary and bad-tempered official who suspected us of not being what we claimed to be,” recalled Simic.4 Their fate depended on their ability to convince officials of their authenticity as DPs, while IRO officers were constantly on the lookout for false documents or fraudulent declarations. Months of observing and listening to DPs had convinced many within the organization that “the DPs are told what to say and know how to craft an acceptable story leading to eligibility.”5 As Jayne Persian observed, “An entire underground industry grew up providing false identity papers.”6 As we have seen, the extent of duplicity did sometimes astound IRO officers. “Petitioner, though a simple labourer, did not appear mentally retarded or so stupid that he could remember nothing,” stated an IRO review board decision for Nikolaj C. The board had “wished to give him every chance to speak the truth,” but on his third appeal he failed once again to convince them.7 Cases like this reinforced the skepticism of officials like IRO review board director Marcel de Baer, among others, who had grown to believe that DPs without documents “had something to hide.”8

However, genuine efforts to give DPs the “benefit of the doubt” also persevered in spite of growing pessimism among some officials about DP credibility. Just as often as stories were dismissed, they were also believed, although this may have depended on the ability of the applicant to perform his or her case convincingly enough. Ivan B., for example, told the IRO when he tried to register as a DP that he had lost all his documents. On his appeal to the board, he suddenly produced a certificate of employment from February 1942 to 1944 but confessed that it was actually a forgery. Nevertheless, the fact that he had supplied a false document did not necessarily lead to a negative outcome. “His story that he worked with his father until the time when he left Bessarabia cannot be checked, but the Board feels that petitioner should be given the benefit of the doubt.”9 Such beneficence wasn’t necessarily commonplace, but it did demonstrate the official approach of the IRO, which recognized that “many applicants, even bona fide refugees, are under various pressures to make false statements; it is important to regard refugees as ordinary human beings with ordinary faults and failings.”10 Such advice to its officers makes the organization’s approach toward refugees appear something of a novelty in today’s world. Moreover, the very existence of the IRO review board that allowed for multiple appeals seems benevolent in comparison to today’s shrinking or nonexistent avenues for appeal of decisions in refugee determinations.11

Today, too, “forced migrants depend on having their stories heard and believed.”12 Like the decision makers of the 1940s, today’s refugee determination boards also aim to find out the truth of “what really happened.” But, as Audrey Macklin writes, it is impossible to ever have all the information. “We were not there. The only witness is usually the claimant with whatever fragments of her life she puts before us.” Instead, writes Macklin, theories are formulated around “inchoate ideas about the truth-telling quality of the claimant before us.” She cites the following pattern of reasoning when it comes to trusting the reliability of a refugee’s evidence and credibility:


Claimants are rejected because they are unable to furnish sufficient identity documents or documents proving residence in a refugee camp, etc. Some claimants protest that they are unable to obtain documents and are met with the reply that other claimants manage to do so.… Soon, all claimants show up with the requisite documents, having learned through the grapevine that failure to produce documents will lead to rejection. Predictably, decision makers become suspicious of the authenticity of documents, and may even send them off for forensic testing where (not surprisingly) a number will turn up as fake. This, in turn, is used to impugn the overall credibility of claimants, and can lead directly to rejection.



The result, notes Macklin, is that claimants are “damned if they do” and “damned if they do not.”13

In the 1940s, being able to convince an IRO officer that one was “telling the truth” was the key to surviving the peace well. DP narratives, like those of today’s refugees, were not created in a vacuum. They were scripted, written, and spoken to people in positions of power. The DP identity demanded flexibility, the ability to understand and even stay one step ahead of the shifting priorities of decision makers. It is not possible to write about this period in refugee history without also examining the encounters and relationships that developed between refugees and the officials and soldiers who made up the various domains and institutions that were part of the bureaucracies of welfare, governance, and resettlement in the aftermath of the war.

As the 1940s progressed, the shift to Cold War assertions of anti-Communism soon trumped other identity labels. As we have seen, DPs were equally invested in articulating a narrative of persecution and of valorizing their predicament in line with Western anti-Communism. They also, as this book has argued, helped shape the way in which the history of persecution was being written during this period as the Cold War shifted ideas of victimhood away from the war to its aftermath. But these records also offer the historian a unique opportunity to understand how ideas of victimhood, guilt, and persecution were interpreted, narrativized, and negotiated “from below” by both the DPs and the Allies. It was a moment, in Jan Kott’s words, when history was “let off the leash,” when individual experience and the retelling of it could reveal the menace and destructive force of history “with particular clarity.”14

As individuals fleeing persecution, Cold War refugees promulgated “a certain heroic image in the eyes of the western states that fitted the western discourse of freedom.” They could be incorporated into older romanticized images of “famous political exiles,” writes Emma Haddad, as opposed to being seen as a homogeneous mass of refugees descending on and upsetting the balance of their host societies.15 Yet there was also something paradoxical at the heart of the new international refugee regime. Even though he was a child when his family became displaced by the war, Simic quickly learned “something hard to come by unless history gives you a good kick in the ass: how superfluous and insignificant in any grand scheme mere individuals are.”16 The legal shift toward the individual as the central component in assessing refugee eligibility, and the privileging of personal history over collective experience, in fact served to create, over time, an undifferentiated refugee, the valorized and heroic victim of totalitarian oppression. They were reduced to a single category, “regardless of their vast variations in personal background, motives for leaving, reasons for escape and plans for the future.”17

In fact, that single category could be broken down further. While refugee scholars are cognizant of the homogenizing impact of international refugee law, they have been less aware of the fact that the single category of the “political refugee” was created with men in mind. DP women and girls were typically recognized, at least at the level of international refugee law, only in relation to men. The theme of relationships DPs had with each other, not just with the authorities, is central to this book and was also an important part of determining refugee status—especially if you were female. Women instead faced a culture of disbelief if they found or put themselves outside the framework of the nuclear family and their assigned roles of wives and mothers. Indeed, the politics of the family in this period was absolutely central to the creation of the refugee. But as I have attempted to show, by reading the archival sources “against the grain,” it is possible to argue that the ideal family was an anomaly in postwar Europe. Instead, families were made and remade in order to survive. Families were very fluid. But they were also an institution from which few were unbound.

This period not only cemented the family but also shaped the legal and social conception of the unaccompanied child, who was often not as unattached as the label implied. I have argued that the unaccompanied child was frequently imagined in relation to an abandoning mother, and became increasingly weaponized as the Cold War deepened. Eastern European mothers were often regarded with suspicion and disdain by IRO officials, who saw better futures for their children in the West. Although we are better acquainted with the erasure of stolen children’s identities under the Nazis, the struggle for possession of children’s identities continued and, if anything, intensified well into the postwar years.

Families that did endure the war did not always survive the hard pragmatism of the immigration policies of resettlement countries. While Western governments assured their constituents of their humanitarian rescue missions of the victims of Nazism, migrant selection officers carefully checked each DP for any traces of physical or mental damage and excluded any who did not meet the strict health requirements of immigration. Clearly, this meant many of the survivors of the concentration camps and Nazi forced labor were rejected, as well as the elderly and the handicapped. Families were forced to make impossible decisions about whether to remain together or face temporary separations, which could sometimes become permanent. The British welfare worker Francesca Wilson told of how a “distinguished, old Latvian, totally blind,” had hung himself in the DP camp at which she was based. “He had three daughters who refused to emigrate without him—this was the only way he could set them free.”18 Mark Wyman described a cartoon on a DP camp bulletin board that showed a couple looking down at their three children as they stood before the resettlement notices, remarking, “If they were kittens we could drown them.”19

Over 150,000 DPs remained in Germany, Austria, and Italy after the IRO was disbanded.20 These were the ones who had “passed through the sieve of nations,” in the words of one welfare worker.21 To contemporary Western observers, failure to join the great and steady exodus to distant lands was like a death sentence. Kathryn Hulme described learning that her friend Ignatz, a DP who had worked loyally alongside her at the Wildflecken DP camp, had been refused entry to the United States. His daughter, nine years old, had been discovered to have a spot on her lung by an x-ray. The family was now trapped in Germany. As she drove through gray cabbage fields to see him and his family at the resettlement center, Hulme “tried not to think of Ignatz being ‘integrated,’ as we called it, into that land of kraut. Ploughed under and left behind with the cripples and the misfits, the dateline and medical rejectees.”22 Medical rejectees were a tangible reminder that the IRO had ultimately failed to resolve the problem of the “hard core” and that Western countries had refused them a lifeline.23 The Soviets were the exception to this rule, demanding the return of all their citizens, which included the sick, the criminal, and the insane.24 But the Soviets were virtually alone in their indiscriminate policy of repatriation. The migration officers and medical examiners of Western countries were assiduous in policing the exclusion of “the cripples and the misfits.”

In the decades since the period of this study, Australia has done little to change or ameliorate the restrictions toward disability in immigration policy. In 1958, when the Migration Act was amended to remove barriers based on race, the health clause excluding people with disabilities remained. Today, despite the enactment of the Disability Discrimination Act (1992) and the ratification of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, the Migration Act remains exempt from the Australian Disability Discrimination Act, making immigration one area of government policy quarantined from these instruments of tolerance. Australia’s immigration laws still require all migrants to be screened for medical conditions, so as to prove they will not be an economic burden on the community, specifically its health services. This affects children most of all, as costs are calculated over a lifetime. It also includes conditions such as autism. Cases occasionally reach the media of families living in Australia whose permanent residency claims are denied because they have an autistic or otherwise differently abled child.25 These instances expose the flaws in Australia’s claim to uphold the rights of the child, in particular the right to protection.

Those who transitioned out of the DP camps toward new lives in the West gained another identity label: the productive and democratic citizen. As “migrants,” DPs were transformed into purposeful workers and valued contributors to society. In truth, however, the reception of DPs who resettled in Australia, for example, can hardly be described as welcoming. Men were sent to do hard laboring jobs that Australians did not want to do. Many accused the Australian government of selling them the resettlement scheme on “false pretenses” and made plans to return to Europe or go elsewhere.26 Families were separated either at the point of embarkation in Europe or upon arrival, as men were sent to work in rural areas often far removed from their wives and children, who remained behind in reception centers, which were often rudimentary and austere. Some, as we saw in chapter 7, embraced the opportunity to disappear and leave pasts and families behind. Others spent years trying to reunite with loved ones, often in the face of bureaucratic tactics of obliqueness and prevarication.

DPs were not only useful laborers for Australian industry; they were also instrumental in the creation of a new national image on the world stage. In Wir Haben Ein Heim (We found a home), a film made by the Australian government for distribution in Germany’s DP camps, a young man sits on a hill overlooking the great open expanse of the Australian landscape. “We have been a defeated people—a displaced people,” a voiceover narrates, to the swelling chorus of Balkan folk music. “Now we are a people with a future—free people. We have found a new home—we have found a new homeland.”27 These representations served to add meaning to the image of Australia as a land of rescue and new beginnings. It also allowed for a wider forgetting of the histories from which people had come. Die Wiedervereinigung in Australien (Reunion in Australia) was a pamphlet produced for distribution in the DP camps. Captioned in both English and German, it told the story of one young woman’s journey to Australia and her subsequent reunion with her mother. “This is the story of a young European girl who found her greatest happiness in Australia,” it read. “It is a happy ending story. We shall not tell you the first part of the story. That part was clouded by war and unhappiness. We shall tell you only about the happy ending which occurred in Australia.”28 The doctrine of assimilation, which required migrants to blend in, demanded that, like excess baggage, DPs leave their histories and their languages behind.

The DPs are now remembered as the pioneers and the beneficiaries of a new “Europeanization” of Australian immigration policy that radically reshaped Australian society.29 They are rarely remembered as Australia’s first wave of refugees, which is exactly what they were. It seems incredible now that Australian officials traveled to the DP camps of postwar Europe to encourage refugees to take up the offer of a place in the Australian resettlement scheme. There would never again be a campaign of this scope or magnitude to lure refugees to make Australia home. The only information campaigns Australia runs now in distant refugee camps are those that depict Australia as unwelcoming and too far, precisely the image that the postwar planners tried so hard to overcome.30 Equally strange to consider in today’s terms is the fact that the Australian government felt beholden to run a strong campaign at home to persuade the Australian public to accept the refugees arriving in their midst. In direct contrast to these publicity efforts of the 1940s to encourage the acceptance of postwar refugees, nowadays it is more likely for Western governments to exploit xenophobic fears of foreigners among the local population. In the Australian media, a language of crisis has accompanied the attempts of refugees to reach the continent by sea, harnessing a range of fluid metaphors—floods, tidal waves, rising tides, and even tsunamis—to describe asylum seekers who attempt to reach Australia by boat.31 These stormy descriptions equating refugee journeys with terrifying supernatural forces that need to be contained and stopped have also legitimized an aggressive border protection regime in the twenty-first century, and a generalized aversion to engaging with refugee histories.

Such practices are not restricted to Australia, of course, and exist in other First World countries—the United States and Britain being glaring examples, accompanied by similar demands for stringent border controls. “One would hardly know from reading the British popular press that most of the world’s refugees struggle to survive far from UK shores,” writes Peter Gatrell. Public opinion expresses worry, instead, about “being ‘overwhelmed’ by refugees, as if Britain were a vessel at risk of capsizing.”32 This rhetoric is, in some ways, reminiscent of earlier refugee crises, such as that of the late 1930s, when Western governments expressed concern that masses of refugees, particularly Jews, would “swamp” economies and societies. Yet it is precisely because of the image that countries like Australia have projected to the world since the Second World War and the Holocaust—of their willingness to intervene in distant wars to combat forces of oppression and rescue their victims—that has led refugees to attempt to reach them. As Jeremy Harding has written: “In ways we fail to acknowledge, we issue the invitation, and map their journeys towards us.”33

Vitriolic rhetoric by governments against “illegals,” those who pay people smugglers to undertake risky border crossings, obscures the reasons for seeking refuge in the first place. Moreover, the old postwar goals of freedom and mobility that gave the refugee eligibility process legitimacy have become more and more redundant as refugees face interminable waiting periods trapped in camps, living in limbo on the outskirts of society or in offshore islands of detention, “lost to view in the fugitive flood.”34 The anonymity of the refugee in history has become the central conceit governing much of our modern political discourse on asylum seekers today. Along with anonymity, their histories and their role in history are often ignored.

It is no longer possible, as Gerard Daniel Cohen notes, to sideline this period as a simple story of rescue by the “Free World.”35 Instead, occupied Europe—in particular, Germany—was an intense workshop for the production of ideas and policies that left an indelible mark on the postwar order. In the areas of international humanitarianism and refugee policy, of retribution and of justice; in the postwar reconstruction of whole nations and populations; in the shaping of memories of war and the Holocaust; and in the remaking of the ideal family, this period was instrumental, with profound ramifications for the contemporary world. In excavating the wealth of histories and stories permitted by the archive, this book has attempted to demonstrate how the DPs were a part of this process. Neither heroic nor helpless, they had a hand in shaping the new world.
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