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The Selective

Principle

Based on the 1910 U.S. Census, the Act of May 19, 1921 established a
quota limit of 3% of the number of people belonging to any nationality,
thereby restricting immigration into the United States in a highly selective
way. In addition, the Act provided that not more than 20% could be
admitted in any one month. 1 The new law had very specific purposes: it
aimed at severely restricting population movements from Eastern and
Southern Europe and the Near East, and at allotting generous quotas to
Great Britain, Germany and Scandinavia. In several cases, the countries of
Northwestern Europe were given greater quotas than the pre-War immigration would have allowed. As a result, after a temporary setback in 1922,
Britain, Germany and the Scandinavian countries re-attained their pre-War
immigration figures in 1923 and 1924, while Hungary, Austria, Italy,
Greece, and Russia maintained merely a fraction of their earlier figures.
Another temporary measure, the Johnson-Reed Immigration Act
of 1924 employed similar techniques of computation but "put the clock
back" in time and set a new 2% immigration quota against the U.S.
Census of 1890 when only a small number of East and Southern Europeans had arrived. The result was dramatic: the total number allotted to
Southern and Eastern Europe was reduced from 155,585 to 20,423. While
continuing to ration U.S. immigration on a quota basis, the second Quota
Law employed racial discrimination on an even larger scale. Whereas the
total quota for Eastern and Southern Europe was cut by 87%, that for
Northern and Western Europe was reduced by only 29%. 2 This large
variance is understandable within the context of the continued, heated
debates of the early 1920s, both in and out of Congress, which was
conditioned by influential articles and tracts such as "The Immigration

Peril," authored by the Italian-American lawyer Gino Speranza (and
subsequently published in his 1925 book Race or Nation).
The principle of the "national origins" of the American population, the result of decades of public discussion and the much wanted
ultimate "scientific basis" of future immigration policies, required several
years of intensive statistical studies. It involved the Bureau of the Census
and the American Council of Learned Societies and drew heavily from a
1909 publication of the Bureau of the Census, A Century of Population
Growth, which relied chiefly on an evaluation of family names. The
national origins system established once again new quotas, which were
markedly different from those, based on the census of 1890 and Congress
adopted the plan in 1924 with very little consideration or discussion.
Controversy did not break out until this provision went into effect
in 1927.3 The debate focused on the differential treatment of the various
immigrant groups as introduced by the National Origins provision, and
openly bared the question of their innate mental and physical qualities.
This was the enactment of the pseudo-scientific theory of the inherent
inferiority of the Eastern and Southern European nations, which was
drawn largely from the highly questionable results of new intelligence
tests, which had first been used in the U.S. Army. A further aspect of the
invalid underpinnings of this principle of National Origins was that its
executors were unable to follow accurately the European border changes
and population shifts after World War I, which drastically altered the
ethnic composition of the new Europe.4
U.S. Consuls had considerable influence on the process of immigration in several ways. In March 1925 the U.S. Consul General in
Prague sent a detailed report to the Department of State on "Emigration
from Czechoslovakia," surveying the years 1924-1925, which he called
the period of the Restrictive Immigration Act. After some basic statistics,
the Consul went on to describe the "Habits and Customs of the People,"
an exciting exercise in cultural anthropology. Consul General C. S.
Winans made the same type of observations for the State Department,
which the immigration inspectors of the pre-war period recorded for the
Department of Labor. Some remarks of the U.S. consuls reflect on how
the American image of Central Europe was shaped by the Foreign
Service.

Consul Winans's persuasive statements made pre-World War I
Hungarian educational policies responsible for Slovak ignorance, poverty
and emigration.
The majority of the Slovaks and Ruthenians are rather
dull and uneducated and, as a general rule, are slow to think
and act, have been accustomed all their lives to little of worldly
goods and are satisfied with less. This condition may be partly
attributed to the lack of elementary schools in that section of
former Austro-Hungary... As a rule, these people do not have
much initiative and ability to organize - quite to the contrary,
they are more inclined to be led than to be leaders. Their idea
of sanitation is nil and standard of living low. The rule rather
than exception being that several persons occupy a small house
which comprises one or two small rooms. During the Winter
months most of the family life is confined to one room...
Their food consists chiefly of potatoes, rye bread and
soup. Their clothing is of the poorest quality and practically all
the manfolks of Podkarpatska Rus wear home spun garments....
Physically they are on the average, of rugged build, sturdy and
healthy. As regards the average age of those emigrating to the
United States, it is safe to say that from observation of the
hundred thousand or so emigrants who have passed through this
office during the past four years the majority are not of the
receptive age.
Emigrants from Bohemia, Moravia and Silesia are
more educated and intelligent, and have more initiative and
ability to organize. They are of ordinary stature, rugged build
and healthy. In fact, generally speaking, the emigrants from
Czechoslovakia are, with the exception of the Jewish element,
producers and not consumers, and as such are not likely to
become public charges through an aversion to work.5
The U.S. Consul in Prague described the fundamental difference
between pre-War and post-War emigration from Slovakia and Podkarpatska Rus. While previous emigrants left their homes with the intention
to return as soon as they had acquired enough wealth, the emigrants of
the 1920s sold everything to obtain sufficient funds to take their families
to, and stay permanently in, the United States. Poverty is responsible for
the unparalleled desire among practically everyone in Slovakia and
Podkarpatska Rus to emigrate to the U.S.: there were 40 thousand appli-

cations for emigration passports to the U.S. on file in the Czechoslovak
Ministry of Social Welfare. Prospective emigrants from the Slovak and
Ruthene [i.e. Subcarpathian Ukrainian] areas represented approximately
80% of the total emigration. 6
The Consul helped the State Department understand the new
realities of Central Europe by describing how the prohibition of seasonal
work in post-War Hungary's agriculture contributed to the pauperization
of the Slovak and Ruthene peasantry. His remarks underlined the similarities between the pre-War migration patterns and the socio-economic
functions of large geopolitical entities such as the Austro-Hungarian
Monarchy and the United States.7

Hungary

and the National

Origins

Principle

In the long period during which the Quota Laws defined emigration from
Europe to the U.S., the citizens of Hungary were particularly adversely
affected. As is well known, Hungary was a major victim of the Quota
Laws' limitation on the number of immigrants. This abrupt discontinuation of U.S. immigration hit Hungary most severely at the time of
the economic and social disaster, which had been created by the lost War,
the revolutions, and the Paris Peace Treaties. By depriving Hungarian
society of a well established outlet, the enactment of the Quota Laws and
in particular, their timing, made U.S. immigration legislation a catastrophe
in Hungarian history comparable in many ways only to the disastrous
impact of the Treaty of Trianon.
One of the top contributors to U.S. population growth in preWorld War I Europe, Hungary sent approximately a hundred thousand
people per annum for a decade before 1914 (with peaks of 193,400 in
1907 and 143,321 in 1914). The Act of 1921, based on the 1910 Census,
provided Hungary with a meager quota of 5,747; the Act of 1924, based
on the Census of 1890, significantly reduced it again to a paltry 473. 8
Not that the unhappy news of the virtual abolishment of U.S.
immigration discouraged everybody in Hungary from trying to apply. As
of July 1, 1927 the demand against the Hungarian quota, as estimated by
the State Department, was still 20,000. 9 It did not help much to intended
immigrants from Hungary that the National Origins provision of the 1924
Act more than doubled their quota, bringing it to 1,181.10 Nevertheless,
even this small increase was upsetting to certain groups of "old" immi-

grants, such as Scandinavian-Americans, who considered this detrimental
to their interests and bitterly complained about it to Congress. 11 By the
late 1920s the Hungarian figure was reduced to 869. 12 This was such a
small figure that just in the six months from July through December 1928
when the registered number of U.S. visa applications from Hungary was
only 3,802, this generated a waiting list sufficiently long for more than
four years of immigration. 13 That "the quota for Hungary was exhausted
in prospect for a number of years in the future" was a well-known fact in
the late 1920s in Congress as well as throughout the U.S. government. 14
Hungarians, many of them more desperate to leave in the 1920s
than ever before, tried to use all remaining categories of the new laws to
get into the U.S., first and foremost the preference sections. Half of the
Hungarian quota was assigned to relatives, principally parents of U.S.
citizens, and to persons skilled in agriculture. 15
With so many incomplete Hungarian families in the U.S. after
World War I, securing the entrance of relatives of former immigrants
seemed to become absolute priority. This was a time when most Hungarian families and communities already in the U.S. experienced transition
to permanent residence. 16 In the session of 1926-1927 some twenty bills
were introduced in Congress amending the law, typically to allow entrance for relatives.17 The fact, however, that so many Hungarians had
family in the United States did not entitle relatives in Hungary "to
exemption from the quota restrictions nor to preference in the issuance of
a quota visa." 18 Would-be emigrants in Hungary were strictly advised to
apply "for an immigration visa within the quota."19
Subsequent to September 22, 1922, marrying a U.S. citizen did
not confer United States citizenship upon an alien woman and could not
be interpreted as an exemption from the quota regulations. A Hungarian
woman visiting the U.S. in 1928 was advised, "to depart not later than the
expiration of her authorized stay." It turned out that upon marriage, the
citizen husband could file a "properly executed petition... with the Bureau
of Immigration... that may be submitted prior to the departure of the wife
from the United States." 20 A case from 1926 revealed that adoption after
January 1, 1924 did not entitle a child to exemption from the quota either,
nor to preference in the issuance of a quota visa.21 However, in another
case where a U.S. Senator intervened on behalf of a husband, a positive
result was achieved.
A special feature of the 1924 Act was that it extended preference
in the issuance of quota immigration visas to aliens skilled in agriculture.

Citizens of what was still basically an agricultural country, many Hungarians tried to capitalize on this, only to be warned in each case that the law
"does not entitle every person who has worked on a farm or every farmer
to such preference, and the question would be decided by the consul to
whom the aliens apply for the necessary visas." 22
National quotas were so rigid that they could not be suspended
even if there was some legitimate American interest involved. The Governor of Mississippi tried to settle a large group of Hungarian farmers on
agricultural lands in his state. Nonetheless, he was advised by Secretary of
Labor James J. Davis "that while persons skilled in agriculture are
accorded a preference in the issuance of immigration visas, such preference does not carry with it exemption from the quota limit or contract
labor provision of the immigration laws."23 In principle, the stringent
quota provision overruled all other considerations.
At this point it may be important to add that U.S. observers
traveling to Hungary were keenly aware of the deplorable circumstances
of post-World War I Hungarian professors and their universities. Nevertheless, an extensive report from 1923 for the Rockefeller Foundation
does not mention the possibility that those professors might be recruited
for the United States. 24

The Admission

of Hungarians

in the Early War

Years

Appreciating Hungary's neutrality at the beginning of World War II, the
United States developed an attitude of tolerance toward Hungarian immigration in 1939-40.2~ This was abruptly changed, however, when Hungary
joined the Tripartite Agreement on November 20, 1940 and Janos Pelenyi,
the Hungarian Minister in Washington, D.C. tendered his resignation and
remained in the United States. 26 Pelenyi's letters from November 1940
documented the dramatic change in the U.S. image of Hungary, a country
now increasingly viewed as an unwilling satellite, but a satellite of
Germany nonetheless. 27
As the War approached Hungary, Hungarian-Americans became
increasingly politicized and polarized. For a time, the shady figure of
Tibor Eckhardt emerged, a close associate of Regent Miklos Horthy and a
political adventurer who tried to dominate the political scene. Eckhardt
was rumored to have been sent by the Hungarian political elite to work
on the eventual formation of a government in exile,28 but had little

credibility with the majority of the Hungarian-American community who
frequently cited his political past of 1919-1920 in the extreme right wing
of Hungarian politics. 29 His critics included former Hungarian President
Count Mihaly Karolyi, who launched from his London exile vicious
attacks on Eckhardt and his U.S. followers. 30 Several new action groups
were formed and added to the dozens of already existing HungarianAmerican organizations, with the Amerikai Magyar Szdvetseg (Federation
of American Hungarians) representing the right wing and the Demokratikus Magyarok Amerikai Szdvetsege (American Federation of Democratic
Hungarians) the left wing or liberal immigrants. A host of public meetings, newspaper campaigns and political rallies tried to win over the
sympathies of the hundreds of thousands of Hungarian-Americans in the
highly charged atmosphere of 1941.31
With the War threatening Hungary and the rest of Europe, the last
wave of interwar Hungarian emigration began. Terrified and desperate,
Jewish Hungarians tried to leave other countries of Continental Europe as
well, even Britain, to come to the United States. The refugee problem
became a major theme in the ongoing debate among Hungarian-Americans. Law Professor Rusztem Vambery, himself a 1938 refugee in the
U.S. 32 and a leader of the liberals, argued that the refugee-problem could
only be solved by the elimination of the causes that force persecuted
minorities either to perish or leave their country and suffer in an alien and
unwelcoming environment. 33 This indeed was a burning issue and by the
end of the year, when the United States entered the War, Vambery
launched the Free Hungary Movement, intended as a new group against
the pro-German and conservative Horthy regime.34

Networking

Vambery repeatedly called attention to the obvious fact that not all who
fled their countries should properly be called refugees. He argued that the
Hungarian-American community was in fact a mixture of "two emigrant
groups," people with very different backgrounds and the circumstances
which brought them together did not make them a community. 35 Yet,
bonding, networking, cohorting within and, less often, between various
factions of the American-Hungarian community became more intense than
ever during the War years, all of which was abundantly documented by
their correspondence.

To understand the nature of networking is essential to appreciating the social structure of immigrant groups and their ties to prospective
newcomers. Because the bulk of the quota was earmarked by preferences
for one sort of immigrant or another, and non-quota emigration was
greatly dependent upon letters of recommendations, affidavits, and invitations from fellow nationals who had become U.S. citizens, the social
composition of the exile community was virtually self-sustained and selfperpetuating. Because of this, there was very little chance to incorporate
new elements or groups. Typically, peasant communities absorbed prospective farmers, professionals attracted fellow professionals, Gentiles
invited Gentiles, and Jews welcomed Jews. Thus, American immigration
policies, especially during the long Quota period between 1924 and 1965,
contributed to the growth and stabile characteristics of existing social
patterns in the immigrant communities. Even though we have had access
to a limited number and type of sources regarding this information,
typically in the private papers of scientists and other professionals, this
observation seems valid. Statistical evidence regarding all U.S. immigrant
visas issued, including enclosed personal material, still needs to be
discovered. Nonetheless, it may prove enlightening to survey some case
studies, which have become available.
Jewish-Hungarians were first warned of the increasing Nazi
danger by the Anschluss of neighboring Austria by Germany. As the small
Hungarian quota was entirely filled for years ahead, immigration seemed
possible only for scientists who had received an invitation to a particular
university or research institute. Thus, many scientists embarked on a
desperate struggle to obtain invitations. "I beg you to give me your assistance in this difficult situation," pleaded the eminent Viennese-Hungarian
mycologist Jozsef Sziics to potential employers through his mentor,
Theodore von Karman, who was one of the most willing supporters of
refugee scientists. 36 Also begging for Von Karman's support was young
aeronautical engineer Miklos Hoff from Budapest who did indeed receive
his first U.S. job, as an instructor in Brooklyn, through Von Karman. 37
Vilmos Szilasi explained to his cousin Theodore von Karman that the
letter of affidavit should make it very clear that "you know me since our
childhood and give the explicit assurance, that my immigration would not
be inimical to the interest of the United States" and "that you assume the
responsibility of keeping yourself informed of my conduct in the U. St. as
well as immediately reporting to the Department of Justice any irregularlty in my activities.
* *

An invitation by itself was not enough: appointments to a particular job had to be for at least two years. When Professor Gabor Szego
secured sufficient funds to invite for a year to Stanford his long-time
associate and friend, the distinguished Hungarian mathematician George
Polya from Switzerland, "the American Consul in Zurich refused to admit
him on non-quota basis because of the temporary character of the appointment." 39 In a desperate attempt to get his friend out of Europe, Szego
turned to Von Karman to secure an additional invitation for Polya from
Caltech. "You understand that although Polya is not in a concentration
camp and not yet dismissed, his situation is very dangerous and he tries
desperately to get out before it is too late," Szego wrote to Von Karman. 40
"It is not necessary to stress how urgent the case is. Every day may bring
new restrictions and difficulties." 41 The Polyas left Zurich via Portugal for
the U.S. in 1940 where Polya ultimately succeeded in obtaining a twoyear teaching position at Brown University and Smith College before
joining the Stanford Faculty in 1942, to remain there until the end of his
very long life.42
The noted Budapest lung and T. B. specialist Gyula Hollo, a
personal physician of Bela Bartok, Dezso Kosztolanyi, Frigyes Karinthy
and Joseph Szigeti, turned to his former patient John von Neumann to
support him
by drawing the attention of some influential person who could
help me to get a job or an invitation or give instructions through the State Department to the Consulate in Budapest so that I
get a non-quota place (which is not unprecedented) or, and this
seems to be the most realistic idea, prepares the way and helps
me if I come as a visitor searching for a job personally. 43

Dr. Hollo succeeded in getting out of Hungary and accepted a position at
Goldwater Memorial Hospital and died in New York City in 1973.44
As the War came nearer to Hungary, mostly pure and applied
scientists, medical doctors, and mathematicians filled the non-quota
contingent for years ahead. Yet, many did not succeed in getting an
invitation. The celebrated Budapest surgeon, Professor Lajos Adam was
told that the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota would not extend an
invitation although Dr. C. W. Mayo counted him "as one of my very
good friends." Adam's well-known and well-connected HungarianAmerican protector, the journalist and author Emil Lengyel was told that
"we are up against conditions here at present which make it impossible

for us to guarantee bringing him here as a Professor or to guarantee any
salary."4"' Adam stayed in Budapest and survived the War, fortunately.
In the meantime, many non-scientists managed to get out.
Refugees included many people from the world of film and theater,
entertainers, literary people, actors, directors and musicians. In early 1940,
Von Karman had the distinct impression that "New York and Los
Angeles are full of newcomers from Budapest, but almost exclusively
artists, actors, and writers. Certainly more than half of the music and
literature is now in the United States," he commented to a friend in
Hungary. 46
For people naturally dependent upon their native language and
culture, immigration was merely the lesser of two evils. It may have
saved their life but, in many cases, emigration nonetheless turned out
tragically. A lesser-known but important case among authors was that of
Ignotus (Hugo Veigelsberg), the famous liberal critic, essayist, and
journalist in turn-of-the-century Budapest and interwar Vienna. It is worth
recalling his case in some detail as it reveals virtually the entire support
mechanism, which immigrants could expect in the United States.
Ignotus was a pathetic figure with a difficult case: he was more
than 70 years old and, with his poor command of English, not in a
position to rebuild his literary career in the U.S. Ignotus was one of those
who were forced to leave Austria after the Anschluss. After a brief stay in
England, he went to Lisbon in an effort to secure a U.S. immigration visa,
but was stranded there. His old Hungarian-American friends mobilized
there best connections: Emil Lengyel, Rusztem Vambery, and Sandor
Rado, M.D. wrote to the influential Ingrid and Bettina Warburg as well as
to Lotte Loeb, all of whom worked for the Emergency Rescue Committee, and he was able to secure their cooperation.47 Lengyel pointed out
how Ignotus had been "fighting Hitlerism in its Hungarian and German
varieties," and that he was "on the blacklist of the Gestapo.'"48 Rado and
Edith C. Field provided moral sponsorship affidavits for the State
Department; Edith C. Field added an affidavit of support as well.49
Rusztem Vambery prepared a detailed biographical sketch and emphasized how the periodical Nyugat under Ignotus had advocated "liberal and
progressive ideas" and "was for two decades the center of young intellectuals." 50 The Emergency Rescue Committee used Vambery's text to obtain
him a visa, though they also solicited the support of Nobel Laureate
Thomas Mann. 51 Other sponsors included Professor Oscar Jaszi and Count
Ferdinand Czernin.

Ignotus was admitted to the United States in early 1941, together
with his wife, but the Immigration and Naturalization Service did not
provide them with unlimited permission to stay. When they were asked to
leave the country in August 1942, Ignotus's friend Oscar Jaszi used his
personal connections to U.S. Supreme Court Justice Felix Frankfurter, 52
and it was probably Frankfurter's support, which secured an extension for
the Ignotus couple.
Ignotus, however, had a very difficult time in New York. His wife
became seriously ill and the long years in exile made him "a very worried
and fearful man" who "can get things unintentionally quite confused," as
associates of the International Rescue and Relief Committee who took
care of him were soon to find out." The only income to support the
couple came from charitable organizations such as the American Committee for Christian Refugees and, subsequently, the Community Service
Society. The monthly allowance of $60, which the Community Service
sent him was insufficient. Furthermore, this organization supported
refugees only on a temporary basis and refrained as a matter of policy
from helping "chronic" cases. 54 The International Rescue and Relief
Committee and the Jewish Labor Committee took joint responsibility for
additional sponsorship in the amount of another $50, which was extended
to Ignotus through 1948.55 On the recommendation of the Writers'
Project, Ignotus received a prize from New York City in May 1944,
which came with $1,000.56 His wife, however, was so sick that a deportation order was pending against her as she was in a mental institution,
which made their permanent immigration plans to the U.S. hopeless. 57 In
early 1949 he departed for Hungary via Britain, leaving his wife behind in
the care of the American Committee for Foreign Scholars, Writers and
Artists (subsequently the American Council for Emigres in the Professions). He also left behind bitter feelings among the supporting agencies.
"Mr. Hugo Ignotus has left for England," commented Charles Sternberg
of IRRC adding: "I am glad he did." 58 He was 80 then and approaching
his end. Upon his arrival in Budapest he was taken immediately to a
hospital where he was found by an old friend "shriveled,... sitting
unstoppably trembling. He was half dead..." 59
The poignant case of the great composer and piano virtuoso Bela
Bartok is well known. 60 In one sense he was less fortunate than Ignotus:
after a few years in voluntary exile during the war years, he died in New
York City before he could complete his wish to return to his native
country.

Invited to give a concert at the Library of Congress in 1939,
Bartok, of Gentile origin, was already highly eager to leave Hungary by
the time the War broke out. He described his anxieties and fears as if he
spoke for all intending exiles:
...at the outbreak of the war, I really came into a really desperate state of mind... We see that small countries are invaded
from one day to another quite unexpectedly by the most terrible
armies and subjected to tortures of every kind. As for my own
country, now, instead of one dangerous neighbour, we have got
two of them; nobody knows what will happen next day. It may
happen, if I leave the country for America that I can't return,
can't even have news from my family.... I hope you will
understand my state of spirit....61

Bartok ultimately decided to leave Hungary for the United States
in late 1940 when he received the honorary degree of Doctor of Music
from Columbia University. 62 As of February 1941 he was employed by
Columbia as a Visiting Associate in Music to work on the late Professor
Milman Parry's Yugoslav music collection of nearly 4,000 discs. 63 This
work, which lasted until the end of 1942, Bartok enjoyed very much, but
he was never really happy in his voluntary exile and always hoped to
return to Hungary. While he was relatively healthy, he played a political
role in the Movement for Independent Hungary, trying to convince the
world that the movement represents millions of Hungarians actually
"supporting those who fight for a free and democratic world." 64 He died
of leukemia in New York City in 1945.
Some of the old political connections or affinities survived even
World War II. During a visit to Moscow, Theodore von Karman rediscovered his old ties to the highly influential Hungarian-Soviet economist
Eugene Varga, director of the Institute of World Economy and Politics of
the Soviet Academy of Sciences right after the War. He used these newly
established contacts to try and help in the case of Susan Meller, the
daughter of art historian Simon Meller, who had been apparently captured
by the Soviet military police. Varga did in fact contribute to getting Ms.
Meller freed. The friendships dating back to pre-Trianon Hungary often
survived political changes in the world and in interpersonal relations. 65

The Private

Bills of

1939-1941

As Robert A. Divine pointed out, until 1930 it was Congress that formulated immigration policy, but by the end of the 1930s the dominance of
the executive branch prevailed. Throughout the 1930s, immigration was
discussed along three basically different lines: the public charge policy,
the refugee problem, and the prevention of admission of subversive
elements. These reflected the traditional conflict between idealists trying
to help the oppressed of other nations (with Senator Wagner of New York
as their chief advocate), and restrictionists who argued, "charity should
begin at home." 66 A series of bills were introduced both to protect refugees, especially from Germany after 1933, and to keep out subversive
aliens. Most of these bills died at various stages in the legislative process.
The end of this period of immigration legislation came with the entry of
the United States into the War in December 1941.
In the heated atmosphere of the early war years the competition
among would-be immigrants became even fiercer, almost lethal, without
the principles of their selection always being clear, transparent, or germane. When the War broke out it was estimated by members of the
House Committee on Immigration and Naturalization that large numbers
of people were "here temporarily and for one reason or another can not
get out and are seeking legal admission," 67 thousands in California alone.
As it became more difficult and dangerous for temporary visitors in the
United States to go home, or ask and wait for a regular quota number,
Congress made it possible to appeal to the House Committee on Immigration and Naturalization. Representing both restrictionists and liberals,
the Committee received hundreds of appeals, many of which came from
people who were still considered able to "go out and come back in the
regular way." 68 In those cases, however, where people could not be sent
home, a private bill was considered by Congress, which would circumvent
the regular immigration process.
Political considerations were declared, if only for the record, and
in this early part of the War, Hungary's quasi-belligerent nature, her halfhearted joining of the Tripartite Pact, her role as an "unwilling satellite"
were clearly important issues.69 In January 1941, well before Hungary's
actual entry into the War, the Chairman of the House Committee noted
"that Hungary more or less declared war upon this country, whether it
was done voluntarily or not," and he made it clear that he was forced to
make this comment "because I do not want to be told on the Floor [of the

House] that I have not gone into it and the Committee should have
clarified the admission." 70
In a case in early 1941, the Chair of the House Committee
launched a vehement attack on the immigration bureaucracy for making
the procedure so complicated. "Under the new regulations," he stated
openly, "the Department [of State] has set up that it needs a Jesus to get
by. They have got 4,000 questions and forms, and it would take eight
lawyers, two from Philadelphia and two from New York and three from
California..." 71 Without a private bill, unlawful aliens were subject to
deportation. Private bills of this sort were numerous and were referred to
the House Committee of Immigration and Naturalization. In various ways,
they saved a number of Hungarians who had arrived into the country
earlier without being properly authorized to stay, and many of who had
been ordered to be deported from the U.S. A separate bill was needed for
every visitor-to-be-immigrant, and members of the House Committee
themselves criticized the apparent lack of policy in a situation where there
were thousands and thousands of cases involved. 72 The only policy
considered was that where prospective immigrants who came first as
visitors "can go out and get a quota number they ought to go out." 73
Some of these immigrants had first arrived with a visitor's visa
and later had found a way to present their case to the House Committee.
The Committee faced a relatively very large crowd of "visitors of all
nations who have come here as visitors and have been caught in this
international situation." 74 The Committee evidently tried to shape some
kind of policy towards these visitors, admitting, however, their failure.
Finances were always a consideration: if visitors could prove that they
possessed enough money so they "would never become a public charge,"
their case was favorably reported to the House. Such was the case of
businessman Ernest Ungar, who had a large penny fashion department in
Budapest employing 250 clerks and who had also bought a large farm in
New Jersey. He thus had sufficient proof that he was "a desirable alien to
be admitted to this country." 73 Money often made aliens desirable.
Money alone did not do it, though. It is evident from the questions of the Committee members in the various cases they handled over
the years 1939-1942 that they were looking for the combination of
financial stability, good character, young age, and some class. Table
tennis champions Tibor and Magda Hoffman were made U.S. citizens on
the merit of their star quality sportsmanship. The Hoffmans arrived in the
U.S. in 1939 at the invitation of the United States Table Tennis Associa-

tion and found themselves, as they told the House Committee on Immigration and Naturalization, "unable to return to their native country," 76
probably because of their Jewish origins. Colonel George H. Foster,
general counsel for the U.S. Table Tennis Association, testified to the
Committee that the Hoffmans "are splendid people, have high ideals, and
would be in our opinion worthy citizens of the United States."77 Reminding his colleagues of a similar case, Mr. Kramer, a member of the House
Committee, recalled another couple "whose property was all taken over
and confiscated by Hitler because they were Jews, but," he added, "they
are very high class people, people that I would welcome to get into this
country..." 78 This was a revealing though thinly veiled anti-Semitic
statement that clearly made a point about rich and high class Jews being
wanted, and poor and low class Jews being unwanted. It is noteworthy
that such a reference was made in Congress to a division within the
Jewish community along class lines and differing attitudes toward Jews in
terms of their social position. After a thorough cross examination of their
politics and their finances, the Hoffmans were placed in the no preference
category of the Hungarian quota, deduction from which being the standard practice followed in all similar cases for several years. For the House
Committee investigating the intentions of would-be immigrants upon
entering the U.S., honesty and legitimacy of purpose was a very serious
issue and only bona fide visitors, not those who had entered illegally,
could hope for approval.
The Paris representative of a Hungarian firm manufacturing
electric lamps and radio tubes, engineer Ladislas Frank came to the U.S.
in October 1939 and was unable to return to France after the German
occupation. Frank was questioned by the Committee in painstaking detail
as to the circumstances of his entry into the U.S. from France, in an effort
to ascertain the genuineness and honesty of his original intentions of
returning to Europe. 79 Adherence to the prescriptions of the quota system
proved to be more a dominating factor than an applicant's experience and
expertise, yet the Committee often showed a measure of human understanding. In fact, the Committee members were often torn between their
official function to keep people out of the country and their personal
inclinations to give support to those in trouble.
Signals or symbols of willingness to assimilate, such as having
entered the U.S. armed forces or exerting some Americanizing influence
in the local community by using the English language, were among the
strongest recommendations for admission into the country. The Reverend

Julius Paal [obviously Paal Gyula] arrived in the country in 1937 as a
student at the Princeton Theological Seminary. When the War broke out,
he voluntarily offered his services to the U.S. Army. Previously he had
written anti-Nazi articles for the Hungarian-American press and worked
for the Evangelical Reform Church in Bethlehem, PA.80 For members of
the Committee the vital question was whether or not the Reverend Paal
was trying to prolong his studies in the U.S. in an effort to stay indefinitely in the country or whether he had been a bona fide student for the
five years between 1937 and 1941. The Committee turned favorably
towards Paal's case when they learned that he had conducted his services
in English (as he actually said, "in American"), which had had a beneficent effect on the local community. Representative Walter, who introduced the private bill on behalf of Reverend Paal, explained to the
Committee why he had appreciated Paal's efforts:
I represent a district in which there are many races. Up to a
few years ago on the very street in which this church is located
with which Reverend Paal is connected, there are three churches, and on Sunday mornings the services were conducted in
each of the three churches in three different languages... And
during the last few years there has been a departure from that,
and I think that Reverend Paal pioneered the way... All of
these churches are now conducting their services in English,
and it has had a very good effect on the older people, who
found it difficult to master the English language, but found it
easy to go to church and have the sermons and the services
conducted in their own language, so they had never bothered
very greatly in learning the English language. There is a tremendous change now throughout that entire section of Pennsylvania.81

The Reverend Paal's admission was charged against the Hungarian quota
by order of the Committee.
Investigating the 1941 case of builder Marcel Stark, the House
Committee noted that in Canada there were 137 people waiting for a
quota number. As the Hungarian quota was "behind," "closed," admission
through individual bills was made possible if charged against the Hungarian quota "for the first year the said quota was available."82
Occasionally, in a case handled by the House Committee, the
procedure was surprisingly quick and seemed a mere formality. Some-

times there was no indication as to the reason why someone immediately
received a quota number through the direct intervention of the House
Committee on Immigration and Naturalization. Temporarily admitted to
the U.S., Otto Rudolf Nemeth, for example, was without further explanation and discussion "admitted and permitted to remain in the United
States permanently as though he had in all respects complied with the
immigration laws upon entry." 83 As he came from Austria, his admission
was charged against the German quota.
In certain cases the House Committee acted as a court of appeal.
The Department of Labor charged garage owner Charles Molnar with
fraud, as it was accidentally discovered in 1936, at a crossing of the
Canadian border, that he had entered the U.S. illegally in 1922. Nevertheless, the verification of his bona fide actions and his financial status was
enough for the Committee to report favorably to the House: Molnar was
admitted legally as of 1936.84
Even this small sample of Hungarians admitted through the
Congressional Commission of Immigration and Naturalization gives us a
sense of U.S. immigration priorities at a time when international developments renewed restrictionist sentiments and produced an atmosphere in
which aliens, once again, were looked upon with growing suspicion and
fear. The image of the foreigner was tinged with threat and confusion
when the security of the United States was jeopardized by international
circumstances. Speaking for the Hungarian-American community before
the House Committee of the Judiciary, critics spoke very specifically of
the disastrous consequences of this changing perception. Louis Perlman,
representing the Hungarian Societies Central Committee in New York, an
organization to which some 25 Hungarian societies belonged, declared on
April 18, 1941:
Up until comparatively recently in our history admission to the
United States was practically at the will of the individual. It
was on that fact that our Nation's development was based, and
it was on that fact... that the prosperity of our country was also
based.
At this time a number of bills have been presented,
quite possibly because of the conditions abroad. Certainly to the
alien these conditions cannot be attributed, because for the most
part these aliens who have come to the United Sates, whether
they are here legally or not, have sought to escape those conditions, have sought asylum in the only country in the world

where asylum was possible. But suddenly the entire picture is
changed. W e are determined to put the alien in a separate class
apart from the body politic; to point him out as one who is not
a citizen.

In an attempt to defend aliens arriving without a proper visa,
Perlman used some of the great liberal arguments for keeping the gates
open amidst adverse circumstances:
Failure of citizenship may be an accident, due to chance, due to
failure to come here properly; and I think an alien who comes
to the United States without a visa illegally is to be commended
for his feelings, is to be commended for his faith and his hope
in this country, because that alien that has sought asylum in the
United States, for the most part, is seeking relief from conditions over which he has no control, and over conditions oppressing to him in the country of his birth. Those aliens, I say,
are to be commended, although they are criminals in the United
States, because they know that for centuries this wonderful land
of ours has been an asylum, a place where a man can seek his
own place in the universe, without fear of religion, social
standing, or economic beliefs.*6

Though defending the bill under consideration, the Chair of the
session commented favorably on the contribution of Hungarians to the
United States. "I think we are wholly cognizant of the contribution
citizens of your country, that is, the country for which you speak, have
made; we appreciate the contribution which Hungarians have made time
and again to the building of our American civilization..." 87
Despite continually shifting U.S. immigration policies, intolerable
political and social conditions exerted such an influence that many of
Hungary's talented and ambitious people were forced to find creative
ways of doing battle with these changing and uncertain policies for the
sake of their personal survival. In many cases, separation from the
motherland resulted in painful consequences. Many people, however,
found ways to overcome the hardships of their alienation from Hungarian
culture and contributed to American society in numerous valuable and
creative ways. Though often first received begrudgingly in the New Land,
the American soil eventually proved fertile for thousands of Hungarian-

Americans before World War II. Their contributions were ultimately
acknowledged, and often deeply valued, by American society.
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