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For many generations after the establishment of the United States, the 
new republic welcomed the "down-trodden," "freedom-loving" masses of 
Europe. Gradually, however, restrictions came to be placed on just who 
could enter the United States. By the end of the nineteenth century, 
measures were taken to make sure that the sick, the infirm and the 
criminally inclined were not among the masses who came to seek a new 
life in America. In the third decade of the twentieth century still other 
restrictions were introduced. With the rise of strident nativistic sentiments 
in America during the turn of the century and the First World War, both 
the public of the United States and its politicians were ready to extend the 
definition of just who was a desirable or undesirable immigrant to the 
country. Now, the notion of "undesirable" was extended from individuals 
seen as feeble or potentially criminal, to entire ethnic groups who were 
perceived to be inferior to other ethnic groups. Desirable populations 
were perceived to be those that had populated the United States in the 
first place: North-western and Northern Europeans and, above all, Protes-
tants. As a result of such racist prejudices, there arose a popular clamour 
for the encouragement of immigration from lands that had provided the 
country with its first immigrants during the seventeenth, eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, and the curbing of immigration from countries that 
had been the source of "less desirable" newcomers during the time of the 
"new immigration": from the 1880s to the outbreak of World War I. 

The resultant immigration regulations, introduced during the first 
half of the 1920s, had disastrous impact on immigration to the United 
States from Hungary and, in time, on the by then large Hungarian com-



munities of America. Dr. Tibor Frank, in his essay in this volume, illus-
trates the drastic nature of the restrictions placed on immigration from 
Eastern and Southern Europe, and the further cuts that were made to 
initial quotas in 1924. All this was done in the name of contemporary 
"science," which decreed that populations from these parts of Europe were 
inferior to those that had constituted the founding demographic elements 
of the American Republic. The net result was the fact that, from the mid-
1920s onward, immigration from Hungary to the United States was 
reduced to a trickle. 

The idea that some "races" were superior to others, and that some 
populations were "inferior" and in fact "undesirable," were of course not 
unique to America. In fact, such attitudes were gaining currency in many 
parts of Europe. There, first in Italy and then in Germany, right-radical 
political movements incorporated these ideas into their platforms and then, 
after gaining power, into their legislative agendas. The results included 
anti-Semitic measures that put fear into the members of the region's large 
Jewish communities. The fear of fascist and, in particular, Nazi anti-
Semitism prompted many Jews, especially intellectuals with knowledge of 
foreign languages, familiarity with French, British and American culture, 
and contacts in the West, to seek means of leaving Central Europe and 
finding refuge in some safe place, above all in the U.S.A. 

Though there seemed to be no imminent physical threat to the 
Jews of Hungary, many members of that country's Jewish intellectual and 
commercial elite reacted to the danger in a similar manner. Their deter-
mination to leave Central Europe was reinforced when Hungary became 
the Third Reich's immediate neighbour as a result of Hitler's takeover of 
Austria in March of 1938, with the subsequent strengthening of right-
radical movements in the country, as well as the introduction of various 
anti-Semitic measures by the country's government. Would-be refugees 
from the spread of Nazi influence who wished to enter the United States, 
however, faced the obstacles presented by American immigration laws, in 
particular the "quota system" that was so prejudicial to potential newcom-
ers from Hungary. In his paper in this part of our volume Tibor Frank ex-
plains how some of these people managed to overcome these obstacles, 
while Judith Szapor in her article examines the experiences of one Jewish-
Hungarian extended family in their quest for admission to the United 
States. 




