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Spur to Action 
The first proposals to save German children from Nazi persecution through transports to the UK 

were made by British Refugee organisations in the beginning of 1938. However, the restrictive 

immigration policies of the UK’s government meant these plans soon had to be abandoned. 

The November Pogrom of 1938 clearly demonstrated that the lives of Jewish children in 

Germany were in danger, and spurred the British government into action. A debate on the 

Jewish refugee issue was held in the House of Commons. Finally it was decided to let an 

unspecified number of children under 17 years from German-occupied lands to enter the UK 

under certain conditions: 

 

“It is proposed that refugee children admitted to this (…) may be permitted to remain in this 

country for purely educational or training purposes until they have completed their education or 

training, on condition that they are not placed in ordinary employment. A record will be kept of 

each individual child.” 

 

In addition, a £50 bond had to be posted for each child. After the government had decided to 

allow these children into the UK, many leading newspapers reported on the plans and appealed 

for funds. For example, the former prime minister Stanley Earl Baldwin gave a speech on 

December 8th 1938, which was broadcast by the BBC and led to the foundation of the “Lord-

Baldwin-Fund”. This fund contributed a considerable amount to the financing of the 

Kindertransport. By summer 1939, more than £500 000 had been raised. 

The Procedure 
It was almost impossible for parents in Nazi Germany to obtain visas, and many were forced to make 

the heart-wrenching decision to try to save their children, knowing that it might mean they would 

never see their children again. 

Parents who wanted a child to travel with a Kindertransport to the UK had to first register the child. 

They had to fill in a questionnaire that included questions about their child’s family background and 

religious orientation. They were also asked to mention relatives or friends in England who would be 

willing to accommodate the child. 



If the application for a visa was successful, the parents received a letter that apprised them of the 

date of their child's departure, and gave some necessary information, e.g. on luggage restrictions. 

The Route  
Most of the Kindertransports started from Vienna, Prague, Berlin or other major cities in German-

occupied countries. Children who were living in smaller cities travelled to meet the transport. 

Following the Dutch Government’s decision to provide the children with temporary refuge, the 

trains were able to cross from German territory into The Netherlands. A ferry then brought the 

children from the port of the Hook of Holland to the British ports of Harwich or Southampton.  

The first Kindertransport from Berlin departed on 1 December 1938 and was followed on 10 

December 1938 by the first transport from Vienna.  

The last Kindertransport departed on 1 September 1939. After the outbreak of the Second World 

War, transports were no longer possible.  

Altogether more than 10 000 children came with a Kindertransport to the UK, most of them Jews 

from Austria, Germany, Czechoslovakia and Poland.  

Settling in the UK 
In the UK, a proliferation of organisations dealt with transporting and settling the refugees. These 

included the Children’s Inter-Aid Committee, the Refugee Children’s Movement, B’nai B’rith and 

the Chief Rabbi’s Religious Emergency Council. In addition, various Jewish youth movements, 

the Quakers, churches of many denominations and private individuals were active on behalf of 

the refugees.  

Ideally, the children were accommodated by Jewish and non-Jewish foster parents.  Very 

quickly, however, the number of children arriving in the UK exceeded the number of British 

families that were willing to accommodate them. Consequently, more than 4,000 children were 

accommodated in children’s homes, orphanages and Jewish hostels. 

Children also lived in agricultural training centres such as Lord Balfour’s Whittingehame Farm, 

where their help was needed, particularly during wartime. 

A Happy Childhood? 
Lots of children from the Kindertransports were fortunate enough to be cared for by loving foster 

parents that treated them like their own children and in many instances, the bond established 

between the foster parents and the children continued after the war. But many children suffered 

from a lack of appreciation for the emotional strain they had to cope with. Not only did the 



children miss their parents; they also had to overcome the difficulties of being placed in an 

environment utterly alien to them, in a foreign country, with a foreign language and often a 

different religion.  

Studies have shown that many children suffered – being expected to always be thankful and 

unable to give way to their sorrow: 

 

 “And then, when I heard that my guardians, who were called Mr. And Mrs. Feirs, were coming 

back, I remember saying, I suppose I must have said it in German, that I hope I would like them, 

and the Reverend Brown saying: “What a selfish little girl you are. What you need to say is, you 

hope that they will like you, not that you will like them.” (…) So, though I made friends which 

have lasted me all my life, I didn’t have a terrible time, yet I think I wasn’t happy and I don’t think 

of myself, from the time I left home, until I met my husband, as having had a very happy life. I 

think that – I always felt as if somehow my early childhood had been a kind of paradise, and that 

I’d been cast out. That was the image I really had. And it wasn’t because I was badly treated, it 

was just because it was such a difference of experience from having been a loved and, I 

suppose, spoilt only child, to being a very insignificant and not particularly loved, though well 

treated, a tolerated member of the family.” 

 

(Göpfert, R.: Der Jüdische Kindertransport von Deutschland nach England 
1938/1939. Frankfurt am Main 1997, p. 191) 

Kinder Today 
After the war, most of the “Kinder” stayed in the UK, but some re-immigrated to Israel and very 

few returned to Austria or Germany.   

In 1989, the 50th anniversary of the Kindertransport was held in Harwich. More than 1,000 “Kinder” 

from countries from all over the world took part. The reunion was organised by Bertha Leverton, a 

former “Kind” herself.  

After this successful reunion Bertha Leverton founded the Reunion of the Kindertransport (RoK) in 

order to further facilitate communication between former child survivors. Its members are mainly 

British and Israeli “Kinder”.  

A similar organisation, the Kindertransport Association (KTA) was formed in North America in 

1989.  



Both the RoK and the KTA publish newsletters and organise social gatherings and conventions, 

where the “Kinder” can participate in workshops and listen to speakers. 

Many “Kinder” say that it is these reunions that have finally given them the possibility to share their 

feelings and experiences, enabling them to get in touch with one another. 

 


