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Frank Caestecker

Migrants are often depicted as pawns in the hands of transport and state agen-
cies. The most notorious example of migrants being denied any agency is the
story of the Russian Jews whom an English shipping captain duped by making
them believe that the Irish port Cork was the port of New York. As the story goes,
Jewish emigrants from Lithuania arrived in the port of Cork on a ship from Ham-
burg and were instructed to disembark on the pretext that they had arrived in
America.” These gullible Russian Jews thought they indeed had arrived at their
destination and started life in the New World in Dublin, The founding myth of
the Jewish community in Dublin as an “accidental” community has an alternative
story in which the Jewish migrants are depicted as even more ignorant. According
to this story, the calls of “Cork, Cork” were mistaken for “New York,” prompting
the befuddled Jews from Russia — lost in the great world — to disembark in Ire-
land.? =

In scholarly studies, migrants are often perceived as passive victims as well.
Thus, in a study of Jewish migration from German ports, Tobias Brinkmann is
impressed by the mechanisms put into place at the end of the nineteenth century
to control transit migration throughout the German Empire. He writes that “most
European migrants were deprived f agency.”? Indeed, the decisions of migrants
were constrained by other, more powerful actors. It seems, however, that denying
most of them agency is an overstatement of the power of the state and economic
interest groups.

This article aims to point out the means by which migrants overcame the ob-
stacles erected by powerful actors to stop them from arriving at their planned
destination in the New World. Outlining first the policy directed towards Jewish
migrants from Eastern Europe passing through the port of Antwerp, it will con-
sider the Jewish migrants’ responses to constraints imposed upon them. The fo-
cus is on the first quarter of the twentieth century, as this was a period in which
international migration slowly but steadily became a focus of state intervention.
By the second quarter of the twentieth century, the era of experimentation was
over. In 1924, the American Congress passed a draconian quota law, and the U.S.
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authorities found the means to limit transatlantic migration in an efficient man-
ner for the next four decades. Before 1925 a very small number of Jewish migrants
was sent back at Ellis Island while quite a few who had planned to migrate over-
seas were forced to stay in Belgium. It turns out, however, that most of these
Jewish migrants, by dint of sheer grit and determination, did succeed in executing

their original migration project.

Jewish Transit Migration Through the Port of Antwerp

The number of Jewish transatlantic migrants originating in imperial Russia and
Austria-Hungary and moving through Antwerp remained small until the very end
of the nineteenth century, when the numbers exploded. The peak years were 1906
and 1907. Nearly 80,000 people from the Russian and Austro-Hungarian Em-
pires, mainly Jews, left the continent through Antwerp. After a dip in 1908, the
upward trend resumed, and in 1913, almost go,000 people from these countries
left through the Belgian port for the New World.*

The mass migration to the U.S. was no stampede or unselective flight. Transat-
lantic migration was structured and selective. Most migrants did not leave for the
unknown. Mostly pioneers left their place of birth and if they found they were on
economic solid ground, they called upon their relatives and friends to join them,
which established a pattern of chain migration. Although separated by wide
oceans, emigrants stayed in close contact with the home region. As Adam Wala-
szek shows in this volume, emigrants seldom left their homelands without know-
ing exactly where to go, how to get there, and even what kind of work they would
do. The head of the Belgian emigration service mentions this as early as 1395:
“Out of 1000 emigrants, 950 know in which state, city or village they will settle.”

John Bodnar has pointed out that Jewish migration, in contrast to other migra-
tion flows to America, had a gender balance.® This does not mean that Jewish
emigrants moved in family units. As Gur Alroey has shown, the migration pattern
of these families was characterized by two stages. In the first stage, male heads of
household went in advance to the U.S. where they prepared everything for the
arrival of their dependents. When they became financially able to support their
family members and to fund the journey for those left behind, they sent remit-
tances or the steamship tickets themselves, the so-called pre-paid tickets.”

By the early twentieth century, more than thirty percent of the tickets for pas-
sage to the U.S. were sold by agents residing in the U.S. These travel agents did
business with a relative of the travelers, a relative already in the U.S. who paid for
the crossing.® This follow-on migration was abruptly stopped due to the First
World War. Thousands of fathers, brothers, and husbands were separated for
four years from their family members. Shortly after the end of the war, in 1920,
European Jewish aid organizations, investigating the emigration potential in East-
ern Europe, concluded that 65,000 Jews would be emigrating in the very near
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.?.ER. According to these estimates, 86 percent of these 65,000 emigrants would
join 3 close relative. Thirty-nine percent would be wives and children of U.S in-
habitants who had left Eastern Europe before the war. They were MBB&.ESE
wnoﬁ,u correct. Of the estimated 75,000 Jewish immigrants to the United States
In 1920, 92 percent came to join immediate family or other close relatives. Wo-
men and children made up three-fourths of these migrants.*

.ngmms July 1920 and December 1921, a total of one hundred thousand transit
:.dmwm:ﬁm passed through the port of Antwerp.™ Of these, the Jewish aid organiza-
c.o.u had registered 11,281 by December 1921, 55 percent of whom were Polish
citizens, N.m percent Romanian, and 12 percent Russian. This was largely a fol-
Mosrou. migration, confirmed by the large share of female migrants (34 percent)
msm. children under the age of eleven (17 percent) among those registered by the
Jewish aid organization.” The quick recovery of the transatlantic traffic in Ant-
werp can be explained by the fact that the ports of Hamburg and Bremen were
closed for overseas traffic until the end of 1921. In addition, this quick recovery
was connected to the policy of English shipping companies like the Cunard Line
the White Star Line, and the Canadian Pacific Railway Company, which had mm”
lected the port of Antwerp to bring all their East European Emmmnvmmmm through to
reach England. About 20 percent of the transit migrants who left Antwerp for
overseas destinations in 1920 and 1921 sailed from ports in Liverpool and Glas-
gow to America.”? The mass migration was hampered considerably by the end of
1921 —a prelude to the virtual closing of the border by 1925."

The Policy Towards Jewish Migrants Passing Through Antwerp

From the 1860s onwards, there was a consensus among political elites in Western
Europe and North America that immigration should not be regulated. This was
the heyday of liberalism and the belief in the beneficial effect of the free interpla
om. B.m:._%ﬁ forces. At worst, European states refused destitute Immigrants msw
ntEm_m access to their territory. Law-abiding, able-bodied immigrants could
migrate through the North Adantic space without hindrance.

<<r.m: the legal authorities in the U.S. decided that migration was a federal
domain, Congress quickly synchronized its legislation with that of Europe. In
1882, Congress enacted the first immigration law and charged border no:.ﬁwo_
officers with the power to refuse admittance to “any convict, lunatic, idiot, or an
person unable to take care of himself or herself without Vmooqm:m mu @cv:w
.o:mwwnm.a In the same year, immigration policy was racialized by largely excluding
E:E.mn::m from China.”> The legislation was an expression of the changing
American attitudes towards immigration. The rise of anti-immigration feeling
was shaped by the then-emerging economic crisis. In the 18qos, the U.S. became
the qw:mmm:mn of a restrictive immigration policy and developed an administrative
capacity to control immigration. But since the U.S. was a liberal regime in need of




an unrestricted inflow of labor to meet the enormous demand of its booming
industrial economy, this new American state capacity was used in a restrained
manner. Only after the First World War would the American authorities decide to
use the administrative capacities developed since the 1880s to call mass immigra-
tion to a halt.

The economic crisis of the last quarter of the nineteenth century, combined
with the cholera epidemic of 1892, offered nativist forces leverage to push
through broader exclusionary practices. These nativist forces considered mass
immigration as a threat to the integrity of the American nation. Organized labor
wanted immigration to be curtailed not only for nation-building considerations
but also because newcomers offered economic competition in the labor market.
Immigration control stations were set up. The most important was Ellis Island,
opened in 1892. A medical check became part of immigration control. Those who
were considered unfit for industrial America were debarred. Not only people car-
rying diseases but anyone who, in the opinion of the Ellis Island medical staff,
could not meet the productivity requirements of the industrial world was to be
rejected. The insane as well as deaf and feeble-minded immigrants could be
barred from entering U.S. territory.™

Early twentieth-century American immigration policy became a public-private
mix in which transport companies were lured by financial incentives. Expenses
incurred for the return of “unfit” passengers had to be paid by the transportation
companies. In these ways, the American authorities wanted to make the transport
companies accountable for unwanted immigration even as the authorities tried to
involve them heavily in their immigration policy. The main shipping line sailing
from Antwerp to New York, the Red Star Line (RSL), became a subcontractor for
American immigration policy from 1898 onwards. The Red Star Line organized its

own team of medical examiners in the port of Antwerp to exclude those immi-
grants who they could foresee might be turned back upon arrival at Ellis Island.
In this manner, those migrants deemed medically unfit by American standards
were barred from ever leaving Antwerp.”’

The medical check-up in Antwerp was rigorous to ensure that no immigrant
liable to deportation was able to board the carrier. The Red Star Line had done its
arithmetic; this policy of prevention cost less than the maintenance and repatria-
tion of passengers who would be turned back in New York. For example, RSL
physicians rejected any migrant with an eye infection, which they diagnosed as
trachoma.’® In contrast, the Belgian government’s medical inspectors who also
inspected the transit migrants allowed those migrants to pass through and com-
plained that Red Star Line doctors made no distinction between trachoma and
other infections. Diagnosing trachoma at an early stage was nota simple matter
in this period, and the Red Star Line physicians did not want to take any risks. It
was better to refuse too many than too few.'® The general exclusion rate of the
American authorities at Ellis Island when it started was 1 percent. There was a

slight rise to 1.5 percent by 1914.>° Given the low numbers of immigrants bein

refused entry to the United States by American immigration policy, it appears ﬁm

rw<m. been little more than symbolic. Economic interests and the émm: of Wo:mom_
parties not to antagonize their ethnic constituents explain this lenient policy on

n.:m East Coast. Those interests were also used by ethnic lobbyists m%ogmw a

Ex.wnmr .:om-&moiam:mﬂog policy and representing themselves as mwo_&mwmnmﬁmm

of immigrant voters.*" Thus, more migrants were kept from entering U.S. terri-

tory by the control subcontracted to the transportation companies than v immi

gration services in the harbor of New York. v

\.52. the First World War, new grounds for refusal were added to immigration
legislation. .Hrm Immigration Act of 1917 included a literacy test. With the passage
of that act, immigrants over the age of sixteen years would have to show that Em

oocE read a recognized language. This became the first general restriction th M

applied to all immigrants, but if the head of a household was literate. his mmEm“_wm

dependent was free to enter the country regardless of whether she SSW literate o

not. There was a strong belief in the U.S. that the country was about to receive wh

unprecedented flood of immigrants from war-torn Europe. This belief appeared

to .vm.oo:ma_mm by rising immigration rates in 1921, the first year 9&@%&5:
mrﬁw:ﬁ. resumed its full capacity. In fact, in the first decade of the twentieth
.nmuﬂ._aa immigration averaged almost 900,000 a year, while in 1921 only 650,000
Immigrants were admitted. The movement to restrict immigration gained wso-
mentum. The severe post-war depression started in the summer of 1020 and
_Nmmm.m until H.wm. spring of 1923. It also fueled the movement that m%oomﬂmw immi-
gration wmmqwonowm. In 1921, these restrictionists secured approval for a numerical
cap on ::udmwmno: — namely, a percentage of the number of foreign-bc.n from
mmo.r country listed in the 1910 population census. The result was ethnic discrimi-
nm.E.Ev a policy that established national quotas on the basis of one’s country of
onm_.z. Between 1922 and 1924, 2 maximum number of 350,000 persons were
mmﬂ.:qna to the U.S. Within each country’s quota, allocations Meﬁ.m on a monthl
basis and worked on the basis of first come, first served. Once the limits .
reached, immigrants were refused entry even if they had a visa.>” -

. In addition to these broad grounds for exclusion, the visa became an innova-
tve tool used in the selection of immigrants. Wartime security concerns i
Europe had imposed passport requirements for all travelers going abroad ,:ME
passport obligation enabled the American authorities to impose a statuto moEM
terpart mmmw 1918: the U.S. visa. This was the way to control MEEMWEQN_ at its
.moEom“ since entry permits were now granted before departure.* Consuls were
Instructed to refuse visas in the country they were assigned once the quota of that
country was filled. The new system required a more efficient administration that
was only attained by the middle of the decade. From then onwards, the consular
owmom.nm sought to fill their quota with only the most desirable MEEMWSSG To that
end, in 1926, the U.S. authorities in Antwerp opened a medical Em@momom. station




By 1930 this was generalized to the whole of Europe. About 5 percent of the ap-
plicants were rejected in these stations. Remote control was now firmly in public
hands, and the transport companies lost their pivotal role in American immigra-
tion policy.**

In the meantime the 1924 Act further reduced the number of immigrants ad-
mitted. A ratio of only two percent of the American population would be ad-
mitted. This diminished the annual quota to about 180,000 immigrants. More
importantly, the baseline of the quota system was pushed back to the census of
1890, a time when the heaviest immigration from Eastern Europe still had not
started.

In the wake of America’s restrictionist policy, British and Canadian immigra-
tion authorities stepped up their control. Remote control would remain the most
important migration control mechanism of these countries. The visa system and
border control gave public authorities the power to manage migration efficiently.
The continental European countries had a harder time slowing or halting immi-
gration due to their land (or green) borders with the East and South European
emigration regions. Moreover, the political elites in continental Europe still con-
sidered a largely uncontrolled immigration flow beneficial.

It is unclear whether American restrictionist policy in the first quarter of the
twentieth century influenced the volume of migration from Eastern Europe, but it
definitely influenced the direction. Shortly after the First World War, the interven-
tion of the American authorities in migration caused a fundamental shift in the
destinations of Jewish migrants from Eastern Europe. Continental Western
Europe became the final stop for the Jewish mass migrations of the 1920s.

How Transit Migrants Got into Trouble

Different kinds of obstacles confronted migrants on their voyage to the New
World. Being short of funds could impede a quick transit through Europe. Spend-
ing too much on travel to the port or while waiting for the ship, or being robbed
could prove devastating for migrants.>® The migration pattern of Jewish migrants
_ the male head of household leaving first, and his dependents following later —
created special problems. Once the men were settled in America with a2 minimum
of security, they contacted a travel agency to bring their wives and children over.
The trip was usually paid in two installments — one when the contract was signed,
and the second due before the family boarded the ship at the port city. During the
economic ctisis of 1907-19o8, many East European Jews in the United States were
not able to come up with the second installment. As a consequence, wives and
children arriving in Antwerp were stranded there. These women and children
became an important clientele for the local Jewish charity organizations.*”

Other transit migrants successfully arrived at Ellis Island only to find they
couldn’t enter the country because they were considered paupers. David Hershik
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was such a case. He arrived at Ellis Island to join his uncle and told the authorities
he had left a pregnant wife and a child behind but that his uncle would provide
for him. When, in response to an inquiry, his uncle said that he himself was a
poor man with six children, the authorities refused to accept him as a guarantor.
They considered David Hershik likely to become a public charge, and therefore he
was denied entrance and sent back to Antwerp.®

Most of the transit migrants debarred at Ellis Island but also in Antwerp itself
were stranded because of reasons associated with their medical examination. As
noted, about three percent of passengers were denied passage by the Red Star
Line in Antwerp or entry at Ellis Island due to a diagnosis of trachoma.* Another
reason for refusal at either end of the line was mental illness. These cases are well
documented because those migrants usually required the help of others to sort
out the situation for them. Marie Dutka from Galicia came to Antwerp with her
husband and three children in August 1904 to emigrate to Canada. While the four
other members of her family left Antwerp for Canada, she was debarred from the
ship and sent to an asylum close to Antwerp, in Duffel. On 19 October 1904, she
planned to board a vessel bound for Canada again, but she was overtaken by such
a deep fear on the day of departure that she could not leave the asylum.3°

Other mentally ill emigrants were refused entry to the U.S. at Ellis Island. Se-
venteen-year-old Chaja Grodsky from Lithuania in Czarist Russia is a case in
point. In the summer of 1904 she had received a prepaid ticket for the Red Star
Line from her uncle who was living in New York. On arrival at Ellis Island, the
medical staff considered her feeble-minded and she was returned to Europe. Back
in Antwerp, Chaja was transferred to the insane asylum in Duffel.?" Joseph Hel-
mans, a fifty-seven-year-old Rumanian worker embarked in the port of Antwerp
in the summer of 1905 and passed successfully through Ellis Island. He started a
new life in New York City, but after a few months he was struck by madness. The
1891 Immigration Act authorized the deportation of anyone who was likely to
become a public charge within one year after arrival. Under the provisions of this
M_ow WOmm@w Helmans was sent back to Antwerp and interned in an insane asy-
um.?*

After the First World War, mentally ill immigrants continued to be debarred in
Antwerp or at Ellis Island. Etta Gorka Nudelman, born in Warsaw in 1913, was set
to sail from Antwerp to New York with her mother and brother in September 1921
to join her grandfather in the U.S. The shipping line refused to board the eight-
year-old girl because she was considered retarded. She was left in Antwerp on her
own.?3 Rachel Zylbergeld was thirteen years old when she arrived at Ellis Island
on October 1921 with her brother and mother. She was diagnosed as feeble-
minded and returned to Antwerp. Both Rachel and Etta were placed in a Jewish
orphanage.?* David Hirschfeld suffered a similar experience. In 1921, at age
twenty-three, he left Poland together with his mother and two sisters for Antwerp
where they boarded a ship for New York. The rest of his family was already in




Chicago. Suffering from schizophrenia, David was not permitted to disembark at
Ellis Island and was sent back to Antwerp. He was sent to the same mental insti-
tution where Joseph Helmans had stayed before the war.?>

Stories like those of David and Rachel, two fragile individuals separated from
their families at Ellis Island, became the subject matter of Sholom Asch’s novel,
America, in which a son is separated from his family because of a bodily defect.

Asch describes the anger of the father:

His heart was burning with an indignant sense of outrage, and his lips tight
shut. He dramatized inwardly a long remonstrance before “Americas evil-
doers.” To tear a father from his children — who even heard the like? An outcry
rose from his inwards: verily, this exceeds the wickedness of Sodom! What
was he expected to do? Throw this child into the water? Do they mean to de-

port the lad?3°

These cases show the determination of the American immigration authorities to
impose a selection process on newcomers to America. Though few were stopped
at the border, for those who were considered unwanted, even if they were chil-
dren, there were no mitigating circumstances.

In addition, after the First World War, the grounds for refusal multiplied. In
1922, Hinda Chane Grosbard arrived in Antwerp at the age of fifty-seven. She
was a Polish Jew and a widow who wanted to join her four children living in the
U.S. Nevertheless she was not permitted to leave for the U.S. when authorities
determined she was illiterate.3” Other migrants were refused because they did
not have the right papers. After the First World War, passports were necessary
for international travel and East Buropean Jews also needed a visa for the U.S.
and for each transit country, which clearly formed a new hindrance to interna-
tional travel. In the early 1920s, most migrants who were stranded in Antwerp
could not leave for the U.S. — not because of personal defects but because the
U.S. had filled the national quota for their country. In January 1924, for example,
there were about 5,000 Russians in Western Europe waiting to leave for the Uni-
ted States, of whom about 250 were in Antwerp. The quota for Russia had been
met, and these migrants would be able to depart in June at the earliest. Because
the new quota allocated to Russia was limited to 1,792 people annually, the depar-
ture of all 5,000 Russians would take years.?®

The Belgian Authorities and Stranded Jewish Migrants

By the early twentieth century, there was growing hostility towards the Red Star
Line in Belgian official circles, as the authorities were forced to foot the bill of the
U.S. admission policy. An earlier law passed on 14 December 1876 stipulated that
transport companies had to abide by the laws of the country of departure and

arrival. When a ticket was sold to a migrant who was not allowed to disembark
not only did the price of the ticket have to be reimbursed, the stranded Emmnmzw
.8:5 also charge the transport companies for the costs of food and lodging while
in >=Qw<m€. When delays were caused by the shipping agency itself, the Belgian
mﬁ.rodmmm required the transport company to reimburse the :s:m, expenses of
their wmmm.m:Wm.nm at two francs a day. But passengers stranded in Antwerp due to
the >Bm.=omu immigration policy seem to have been considered force majeure.3 By
threatening to withdraw the license of the companies, the Belgian authorities
could have exerted additional pressure to reimburse the costs, but it seems that
before the First World War the Belgian authorities hardly did so. It was, however
put on the political agenda a few times.*° v ,

By Hmo.w, Belgian authorities tried to address the problem of stranded migrants
by mnmnn:m @5 into Belgium only to those who had the means to pay for their
own .nm@mﬁmnou. In part, this was due to a cholera epidemic in some regions of
Wcm.m_m and a very strong American reaction, if not overreaction, to the inflow of
Jewish migrants from the Russian Empire. At that time, the Red Star Line and
other shipping companies lobbied the Belgian authorities strongly and success-
95 for an inhibited flow of transit migrants. The shipping agencies had pro-
mised they would assume the cost of repatriating all stranded migrants. However
s&ﬂ._ the Belgian authorities tried to make this oral concession into a oozﬂ.moEmm
obligation, the shipping agencies refused to do so0.#* The urgency of the problem
swmcma when the cholera epidemic ended, and the Belgian authorities did not in-
sist any further.

. .E 1903, the Red Star Line adamantly refused to pay for the repatriation and
living expenses of migrants stranded in Antwerp if they had been refused by
RSL’s own doctors on medical grounds.*> In 1906, at the peak of the transit
movement, Eugene Venesoen, the Belgian Emigration Commissioner, called
upon the authorities to stop the invasion: “(Just) As America, we have 8u protect
ourselves against the invasion of undesirable people, suffering from defects and
who cannot render any service to our population.”3 Venesoen attributed the rise
of the Jewish community in Antwerp to the stranded transit migrants. In Septem-
ber 1906, m.: an alarmist report, he estimated the number of Russians stranded in
>=§.&G since 1905 to be at least 1,500.%* His figure is difficult to verify, and given
that it was used as part of a political strategy to restrict immigration, this estimate
should not be considered reliable. ,

H.,rm number of stranded migrants considered a nuisance seems to have re-
mained manageable for the Belgian authorities, since no drastic public action
was .B_Amn against this inflow or against the shipping companies, the magnet at-
_Hmo.csm these migrants. Untl the First World War, transit Smwammou flow re-
.Em_nma largely uncontrolled. Free mobility was a corollary of free trade and was
in these liberal times considered a benefit to all. The business interests in the




growing popularity of tourism as well as the transatlantic migrants’ trade were
powerful economic motives that favored unrestricted international mobility.

The only migrants stranded in Antwerp for whom the Red Star Line was willing
to pay repatriation were those who could not continue travel to the New World
due to mental illness. When it took several months before they were considered
fit enough to be repatriated, their stay in a mental asylum was paid for by the
Belgian authorities. In June 1905, the asylum director in Duffel claimed that Chaja
Grodsky’s mental situation had improved — “she was slowly coming back to her
senses and anyway she was very meek” (author’s translation). He determined
that, if she were accompanied, she could go home. Her father Chaim Grodsky,
who was still in Russia, had kept in touch with his daughter. He was completely
willing to have his daughter back, but he was not able to pay for her stay in the
asylum nor for her trip home. The Red Star Line agreed to pay for Chaja’s trip. On
31 July 1905, one year after she had left Lithuania in Czarist Russia, she returned
home. During this tip, she was accompanied by a Belgian military officer. The
Red Star Line also paid for the round trip of this officer.*> The mental patients
mentioned above were also repatriated at the expense of the Red Star Line. Re-
spectively after eleven and seven months in an insane asylum, Marie Dutka and
Joseph Helmans were considered in sufficient health to be Hmum_duaa.%, Hand-
ling their repatriation was largely a symbolic gesture by the Red Star Line in order
to appease the Belgian (and American) authorities and to prevent having obliga-
tions imposed on them by law.*”

Repatriation was the preferred solution of the Belgian authorities to the prob-
lem of stranded migrants. Aid organizations also tried to convince the stranded to
return “home.” But repatriation represented the total failure of the migration
project and was not an option for most of the migrants.** Using force to return
stranded migrants was not straightforward. Many were a long way from home
and, in order to return, they had to pass through the German Empire. In the
1880s, Germany resented the Russian and Austro-Hungarian subjects who had
been forced to leave the Netherlands, France, and Belgium but who were unable
to return home directly due to their lack of adequate financing. Some ended up
stranded in Germany, thereby increasing its population of poor but also ethnically
unwanted individuals, given the German authorities’ interest in an ethnically
homogenous German population. In 1834, the German authorities imposed a na-
tional logic upon deportation procedures. Destitute aliens who had been expelled
to the German Reich by the police force of neighboring countries were rejected at
the Prussian border. Only if these migrants could prove they needed to pass
through the German Empire to return home and only if they could show suffi-
cient funding for their fare would the Prussian border guards allow them to cross
the border.*® Nevertheless, the German authorities found that, even if these retur-
nees had funding, the selective border control was not very effective. In some
cases, the Russian or Galician Jews whose return was subsidized by the Belgian

authorities or by the transport agencies, saw arrival at the Cologne train station in
Germany as an opportunity to sell their return ticket.>® The small capital they
accrued from this sale gave them an opportunity to either settle in Germany or
attempt departure overseas on another occasion.

In the early 1920s in Antwerp, when migrants were denied entrance to the U.S.
at Ellis Island because their national quota had been filled, they lodged com-
plaints with the Belgian migration department. In this they were helped by the
Jewish aid organization, Ezrah. The Belgian authorities argued that the transport
lines knew of the quotas and that they had enough advance time to prevent these
returns. Furthermore, they insisted that the shippers were financially responsible
for all costs caused by America’s restrictive immigration policy.>” The White Star
Line, which had started massive operations in Antwerp in 1920, refused to pay
and even questioned the authority of the Belgian state in this matter. “As the
passengers are not of Belgian nationality, we fail to see what jurisdiction the
Authorities at Antwerp have in this matter.”> This refusal to even consider com-

pensation was not well received by the Belgian authorities, but the outcome of
these disputes is unknown.

How Jewish Transit Migrants Coped with their Forced Stay in
Antwerp

Migrants who were short of funds tried to get to the New World the cheapest way
possible. At the end of 1906, between eight and ten Russian stowaways were dis-
covered every time the ships of the Canadian Pacific were set to sail.>® Those
debarred at Ellis Island because of the likelihood of becoming a “public charge”
were a bit more cunning on their second trip to the U.S. >* Those who were
stranded in Antwerp due to lack of money did odd jobs or had relatives send
them money. Other migrants tried alternative routes to reach America. Canada
was a much-used backdoor and other American ports aside from New York were
known for greater leniency in controlling the infl'x of migrants. In 1904, a trans-
atlantic steamship line run by the Canadian Pacific Railroad company opened in
Antwerp. Antwerp turned into a nodal point for illegal migration to the U.S.
through Canada.>®

Some migrants took years to execute their migration project. An example is the
story of sixty-year-old Jacob Leschinsky who arrived in Brussels in 1go7 with his
wife, Baelia Hoerevitsch. He listed his occupation as Hebrew teacher. The couple
only had the meager funds sent to them by their children in the U.S. Leschinsky
and his wife survived by begging and from the limited support they received from
the local Jewish community. Although they were born in Russia, they had come to
Brussels from London. When asked how long they would stay in Brussels, they
answered they had not the faintest idea. A few months later they moved on to
Bremen. In October 1909, they returned to Belgium and took up residence in Ant-




werp. Finally in 1910, after having tried to depart from British, Belgian, and Ger-
man ports, they sailed from Antwerp to the United States to join their children.®
Fifteen years later, Hinda Chane Grosbard, who had been refused passage at Ant-
werp in 1922 because she was illiterate, had to stay in Belgium for more than two
years before she could join her children in the U.S. She received about 300 dollars
annually from her children to cover her living expenses.>’

Hinda Chane Crosbard, Jacob Leschinsky, and his wife were all supported by
their children and by the local Jewish aid committee. Just before the war, only
about eight percent of the transit migrants contacted the jewish aid organization
in Antwerp in any given year, and only one percent received some kind of finan-
cial aid. This increased to 12 percent and nine percent respectively by 1921.5° Be-
fore the war, most of the financial aid given by Jewish charity organizations was
spent on shipping tickets, while immediately after the war nearly half of their
budget went to food and lodging. Such aid had been limited before the war to, at
most, twenty-four days in order to encourage the migrants to communicate with
friends and relatives. After the war, this timeframe was no longer upheld.>’

Even if transit life became much more difficult, most of the migrants arrived at
their intended destinations. Their determination to execute their original plan
sustained them, and relatives and the local Jewish community gave them practical
support. Ezrah contacted relatives of the migrants for financial support. It also
directly subsidized the departure of these transit migrants by providing tickets,
and gave them pocket money and better clothes. According to the Russian-Jewish
journal of the Jewish Colonization Association, Der Yidisher Emigrant, emigrants’
dress was important. The American immigration officers took appearance into
serious consideration. Being clean and clothed in a respectable manner prevented
a transit migrant from being treated as a cmcnmn.mo And because the American
authorities had imposed a head tax on all arriving immigrants from 1882 on-
wards, small sums were given to needy emigrants so they would not arrive in
America penniless. After the First World War, administrative formalities such as
passports and visas became even more important. The Jewish aid organization in
Belgium spent five percent of its budget in 1920-1921 ON the necessary papers for
Fast European Jews. Before 1914, proper papers had hardly been an issue.”

After the First World War, because illiteracy was grounds for refusing a mi-
grant entry to the U.S., the Jewish aid organization set up a school in Antwerp to
remedy the problem. Medical treatment also helped stranded migrants to qualify
for the transatlantic journey by curing them of simple ailments.”

Others who did not qualify for migration to the United States moved on to
Great Britain, usually not considered an end station. For many poor Jews, Great
Britain was just another stage in their transatlantic FEBQ.@ From 1905 O1n-
wards, Britain erected its own immigration barriers: each emigrant had to carry
five pounds. But this did not impede the flow from Belgium to Britain. It only
increased the price for crossing the English Channel. Russian and Galician Jews

mqm:wamm in Belgium had to buy second-class tickets, as the Belgian shipping li
mvw:m.rma all third-class tickets to Britain. This, however, had the mmmm% H_Vu m m of
relieving all patrons from examination. Only vessels QEN more than gmﬂobﬂmﬁ o
age @mmm.mummnm éﬁm classified as migrant ships and subject to inspection N -
.>Em.zow,m H.mmq_n%m immigration policy in the end only delayed the .oa inal
E_mnmn_oz .EQmQ. It did not cause many to abandon plans. When they h m .
quired wmmuo reading skills, were cured of disease, or when they were Mzmm___ HH
M_Mcmmm Wb. the @:omr these transit migrants were keen to move on and mxm%n:ﬁm
teir original plan.>> Even in the early 1g20s, very few who were stranded in Bel-
M“M_mem%& Emn.m wmﬂzmu.mu&a nor did they return to Poland or Russia. Never-
e , the m.REm; in Belgium could take years. Even those transit migrants who
oun <.<o~_a in Belgium moved on as soon as it was possible.®® In 1923, the cob
bler Leib Moszek Lesz arrived in Antwerp from Warsaw. He was NEW: seven
years old. He wma. married Eva Sapirsztein about a year and a half before HMMM,M“
@mm éwm m:mma.% in New York. He wanted to join her. Two years later :muémm still
in Belgium mmw.Em for a permanent residence permit there, “as he :mm abandoned
wm_r.ovm .om being able to leave for America.” Records show that he finally left
gium in 1926 for an unknown destination, never to return.’”
. MMWHMOMWOMM H_Mo stayed in wm_mﬁaw the mentally ill were clearly overrepre-
e aeE mm_<mw Jewish m::mamnmm who were stranded in Antwerp after
e cue o enta .ﬂ smmm. Smwm repatriated. They all stayed in Belgium. The
Lo ommoﬂ .m ommm ~.m David Hirschfeld who was sent back from Ellis Island
S r_mwﬂm HQMm. From 1925 .oE\cm:dmw he stayed in the psychiatric hospi-
e SE.H " Wn HSM# Mm on m.gm _uwm_m of de-institutionalized care. Patients were
e Om.EmH~ y. David E.:mormm_m was a resident in two families, first
oo Emwv M: wi . e h.ooﬁm mms.:G and then from 1945 onwards with the Mols
Hmsmmw. . MEMM mﬂ.m in Chicago paid for H_.Hm costs of his stay in Belgium through a
o EmH a %n..wm appears the organization kept in regular contact with him.
Emoawmm waﬂ nﬂs .<<mm m.amummmﬁm.a to hospital because of a lung disease, he
i eafhac wm :mn in Chicago. His brotiier wrote the director of the asylum
B i i vi mém:mmm to Eo<m.vmow to the family of ‘Mols,” where he had
oy OmE.N or a very long time when he resided with them.”®® Shortly
o VE.NS mm_wESmm to the Mols family and stayed there until his death in
Boﬁmn msmm 5 ﬁmm-o .m Etta Gorka Nudelman, who could not board ship with her
o e EHMH er in 1922 because of mental retardation, was placed in a Jewish
e mm .Eém%. In G.AP at m.mm H.ém:armgmp she was also transferred to
v and remained there until she died in 1965.7° The feeble-minded Rachel Zyl-
>M~MME. S&O. had been sent back from Ellis Island at age thirteen, was put in ﬁﬂm
mammm.GMMgmr oG:.an. She was financially supported by her mother who re-
in the U.S. until Rachel was eighteen. After 1927, all contact (and financial

transfers) with her mother stopped
. h . . .
o e pped. Rachel Zylbergeld remained in Belgium for




In contrast to similar cases before the war, these mentally ill Jewish migrants
were not repatriated. Their very different fate is probably due to the fact that they
were the last of their families to leave for the U.S. When misfortune struck and all
other family members went on to the U.S., there was little to return to in Eastern
Europe. Therefore these stranded migrants stayed in Belgium, stuck between
their Old World in Eastern Europe and the New World. For them, the door to the
U.S. remained closed. For many other Jews who wanted to leave Eastern Europe
in the 1920s, the American door remained equally closed.

East European Jews who arrived in Antwerp from the mid-1920s onwards had
already given up the hope of leaving for overseas. Their destinations now were
Belgium and France. France, and in particular Paris, had already attracted East
European Jews in ever greater numbers by the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury.”* Belgium gained mass appeal in the 1920s. Until 1914, Jewish settlement
migration to Antwerp from Eastern Europe had been a very selective immigration
flow. Antwerp as a port attracted Russian Jewish grain traders who underpinned
the intensive traffic between Russian ports and Antwerp.”? At the end of the
eighteenth century, Antwerp had gained prominence as a diamond center and
could attract jewelers from Russia, mainly from Odessa and Bialystock, but
mostly diamond traders from Galicia and in particular from Krakow. These two
economic sectors which were increasingly dominated by East European entrepre-
neurs also seem to have exercised a pull on less wealthy Jews in Eastern Europe.
While Antwerp had a few thousand people active in the diamond sector at the end
of the nineteenth century, the number of diamond workers alone had risen to
14,000 by 1914.7% Those people were a selective lot, by region of origin as well as
by professional qualifications.”® Only in the 1920s would the pull of Belgium on
Eastern European Jews be less selective.

Conclusion

Different Jewish migration flows to Antwerp should be distinguished, each with
its own logic. Analysis shows a very limited overlap between them. The migration
flow through Antwerp from Eastern Europe to the U.S. is different from highly
selective migration in which Belgium was the final destination. Emigration to the
Antwerp diamond industry and the grain trade had little to do with the Jewish
mass migration to the U.S. Only when the U.S. started to close its borders did
Jewish emigrants from East Europe, a very heterogeneous lot, start to look for a
new destination, and only then did Belgium gain mass appeal among Jews.
Before 1925, the barriers erected by the U.S. were not solid enough for the
Jewish migrants to change their plans. The presence of stranded Jewish transit
migrants in Antwerp was ephemeral, and only a few of them finally settled in
Belgium. Jewish migrants were not solitary individuals moving to America. They
were whole families, some of whom had started a new life in the New World

already and had firmly turned their backs on the Old World by the early 1920s. In
the :m.rm of this migration dynamic, the determination of the follow-on migrants
to arrive in America is comprehensible. Most migrants stranded in Antwerp had
relatives in America who took care of them and the migrants’ aid organizations
offered a hand in getting them back on track. Before 1924, the authorities could at
most postpone the plans of these migrants but not cancel them. Transit life be-
came more difficult after the First World War. While the mentally ill at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century could return to the old home when some family
EvaQm were still there, this was no longer the case after the war. Whole fami-
lies were transplanted. There was no way back to the Old World. Only from the
mid-1920s onwards, when the American authorities closed the door to the New
World for new immigrants, did stranded migrants stay put. Only then did Ant-
werp come to the fore as a new destination for the East European migrants.
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The Austro-Hungarian emigrants who settled in Antwerp originated mostly from Kra-
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