
Handout Displaced Persons during WWII, 1939-1970

Definition: Haven't necessarily lost citizenship, Can't go "home" for security reasons, Waiting 
for a new home 

Displaced Persons During WWII: From Europe to Africa, the Americas, Asia, Australia, and 
more. 

Timeline:
In August 1938, the League of Nations established the Intergovernmental Committee on 
Refugees (IGCR)  The IGCR’s main purpose was to assist in the resettlement of refugees 
from Europe in countries allowing permanent immigration. It was not until the United Nations 
Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) assumed responsibility for refugees (1943) 
that the issue was adequately and seriously addressed. 

Sep 1939 Nazi Germany invaded Western Poland, Soviet Union invaded Eastern Poland. 
Civilians and military from the East sent to Gulags across Soviet Union. German Army 
conscripted men from the West into their Army and sent the Jewish families to concentration 
camps. USHMM photo

After Sep 1939 Eastern Europeans escaped to the U.S., Britain, France, Palestine, Greece, 
Italy, Australia, Mexico, Sweden, etc. Some joined family members who had previously 
emigrated. In Europe, some participated in Partisan groups and/or military units against Nazi 
forces. Partisan cemetery photo

1939-1943 Scattergood (https://usgerrelations.traces.org/scattergood.html). Originally 
planned in August 1938 by the Iowa Yearly Meeting (Quaker) in cooperation with the 
American Friends Service Committee (Quaker) as a summer camp for 10-15 German or 
Austrian refugee youth from Eastern cities. Within days after Kristallnacht (November 9-10, 
1939), it became a project to evacuate and shelter German Jews. Local clergy, the village's 
mayor and postmaster, a doctor and others gave active encouragement. Jewish organizations
or individuals in the state capital, Des Moines, and in nearby cities such as Cedar Rapids and 
Iowa City eagerly offered financial support. The first 30 refugees were able to arrive a mere 
12 weeks later. Over the course of the hostel's four year existence, 186 individuals ranging in 
age from infancy to over 60 found a haven. Except for the 23 or so children, all of the guests 
took turns to make the hostel run on a minimal budget. Scattergood photo

In August 1941, Stalin released Poles from Gulags, planning to use them as front line military 
units against Nazi Germany. A military agreement with the Polish government-in-exile. 
General Anders involved the British government to get agreement from Stalin for military 
training in Syria.
 
In April 1942, the first Polish Military (some from Belarus and Ukraine and other Eastern 
European locations) with civilians arrived in Persia from the USSR. Civilians moved on to 
Tehran (Iran) while the military were moved to Iraq. Another influx into Persia from USSR in 
August, with that border closed on 1 September 1942. They totaled 120,000 refugees, 
including 74,000 military. Tehran Children photo

1942-1943, Tehran had almost 40,000 refugee children from USSR. About 1000 orphans 

https://usgerrelations.traces.org/scattergood.html


were in a camp run by the Jewish Agency who later moved them to Palestine where they 
were called “Tehran children”. Other refugees from the USSR were cared for by many 
Christian religious and charitable groups in DP Camps organized by SHAEF.

DP camps outside Europe from 1942. Originally run by military (Supreme Headquarters Allied
Expeditionary Force (SHAEF), and UNRRA (created in November 1943 ) provided housing, 
food, sanitation, health services. They initially sheltered mostly Polish refugees from the 
USSR and were located around the world. UNRRA photo in Germany by Deutsche Fotothek 
CC BY-SA . 30 DE via Wikimedia Commons.

14 Sep 1943, liberation of Ferramonti Concentration camp (Italy, opened June 1940) by 
British Forces who assisted the inmates with supplies and plans to emigrate to other 
locations. It was closed on 11 December 1945. Of the 320 Ferramonti inmates who chose to 
go to the USA in a survey on 4 October 1943, it appears that many of them were sheltered at 
Fort Ontario, Oswego, NY 1944-1946. Ferramonti photo

1944, Roosevelt created a new agency called the War Refugee Board (WRB) and instructed it
to “take all measures within its power to rescue the victims of enemy oppression who are in 
imminent danger of death.” In the summer of 1944, Roosevelt announced via executive order 
that the country would temporarily shelter 1,000 refugees for the duration of the war. 982 
refugees arrived. Fort Ontario provided safety as well as food and medical care. Families 
lived together in dormitories. Adults worked either at the camp or in nearby Oswego, and 
children rode buses to the local public schools. Groups of residents organized a movie theater
and a newspaper. Friendships blossomed between town residents and the refugees. People 
celebrated bar and bat mitzvahs, weddings, and the births of babies. After the end of the war, 
the refugees and their allies lobbied to be able to stay in the United States. Despite public 
criticism, President Harry S. Truman ordered that Fort Ontario’s residents receive visas in 
1946. Most applied for citizenship. They settled across the country, getting married, and  
having families. Fort Ontario photo

From 1945, DP camps were located in Europe in former Concentration camps, military 
barracks, summer camps, airports, hotels, castles, and more. None in Soviet sector. They 
housed 11 million of the estimated 40-60 million DP in Europe before repatriation. Forced 
repatriation to Soviet sector, per Yalta Agreement until 21 December 1945 when the American
State-War-Navy-Coordinating Committee prohibited forceful repatriation. However, it 
continued until mid-1947.

1.5-2 million remained after repatriation, most in DP camps in Germany. Aid provided by 
Jewish aid groups, Quaker, Catholic, Lutheran, and 121 more charitable aid societies. Camps
originally separated by nationality, Jewish camps established shortly after due to 
discrimination. People moved from camp to camp to reunite with family. Public radio 
broadcasts and newspapers contained lists of survivors and their whereabouts. 

There were many weddings and births in the DP camps. American Jewish Joint Distribution 
Committee (JDC) also enabled the camps to become cultural and social centers. Despite their
locations, there were many social and occupational organizations. Journalism  flourished with 
more than 170 publications. Theater and musical groups toured the camps. Athletic clubs 
from many DP camps challenged each other.



February 1944, SHAEF established the Central Tracing Bureau (later the International Tracing
Service, now Arolsen Archives) to help survivors locate relatives who had survived the 
concentration camps. UNRRA took over in July 1945, followed by the IRO in 1948. Now 
known as Arolsen Archives. Arolsen photo

Third Committee of the UN Assembly met in London between January 10 and February 14, 
1946. They took important steps towards the recognition of refugee status for many of those 
refusing to return home stating: “No refugees or displaced persons ... in complete freedom 
and after receiving full knowledge of the facts, including adequate information from the 
Governments of their countries of origin, express valid objections to returning to their 
countries of origin…shall be compelled to return to their countries of origin.” and would 
receive international protection. 

In 1946, less than 10% of DPs were Jewish. But in 1947-1948 those numbers increased with 
250,000 arrivals to the American occupation zone from Eastern Europe, about 25% living in 
Berlin and Munich, outside the official DP camps. They were helped by the Jewish 
Communities (Gemeinden), supported by the Jewish Relief Unit (JRU) and the JDC. The JRU
was part of the Jewish Committee for Relief Abroad (JCRA), a British charity formed in 1943 
to do relief work abroad, particularly European Jews. They ceased work in Germany, Austria, 
and Italy in 1950 with tributes from the IRO.

1946-1948, refugees seeking entrance to Palestine were intercepted by British forces and 
placed in detention camps on Cyprus. After Israel was recognized as an independent state, 
they completed their journeys. The Atlit Illegal Detention Camp Site via the PikiWiki - Israel free 
image collection project (http://ww w.pikiwiki.org.il?action=gallery&img_id=7792) photo

Polish Resettlement Camps in the UK (1946-1970) housed many civilians who had spent the 
war in DP camps in India and West Africa, reunited with their military spouses in Britain at the 
end of the war. Some gradually obtained jobs and housing nearby or around Britain, finally 
granted citizenship. Others emigrated to Australia, Canada, the US, and other locations. 
Resettlement photo

In 1948,  the International Refugee Organization (IRO) of the UN inherited the care of 
643,000 displaced persons from UNNRA. 

Israel was recognized by the US and the USSR in 1948, by the UN in 1949.
 
Congress passed the Displaced Persons Act in 1948, authorizing 200,000 DPs to enter the 
United States. Congress amended the bill with the DP Act of 1950. 

The first DPs brought to the US under the Act arrived in New York City on October 30, 1948, 
813 displaced persons from eleven nations, including 388 Poles, 168 Lithuanians, 53 
Czechoslovaks, 32 Latvians, 17 Ukrainians and 6 Hungarians. Also among the 813 were 83 
individuals listed as “stateless”. 218 DPs were headed for new homes in New York City. The 
rest continued on to 27 states. Finding sponsors was mostly done by religious organizations. 
Of these, 491 were sponsored through Catholic agencies, 161 by Jewish organizations and 
68 by Protestants. The interdenominational Church World Service led the Protestant effort 
with the cooperation of the 26 member denominations and increased their participation over 
time. As of the cut-off date of June 30, 1952 specified by the 1950 amendment to the Act, a 



total of 393,542 DPs had been admitted into the US, the greatest number of any of the 113 
countries in which DPs were resettled. Of this final US total, 47% were Catholic, 35% 
Protestant or Greek Orthodox and 16% Jewish. (Additional Jewish DPs were admitted under 
the Truman Directive of 1945.) The displaced persons' countries of birth were as follows: 
Poland 34%, Germany 15%, Latvia 9.3%, USSR 8.7%, Yugoslavia 7.9%, Lithuania 6.4%, 
Hungary 4%, Czechoslovakia 2.7%, Estonia 2.6%, Greece 2.5%, Rumania 2.5%, Austria 
2.1% and others 2.3%. 1948 photo

Article 1 of the UN’s 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, a refugee is: 
“someone who is unable or unwilling to return to their country of origin owing to a well-
founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 

IRO ceased operations in 1952. The Federal Republic of German continued to run the 
remaining camps.

The last WWII UN DP camp, Foehrenwald camp in Germany, closed in February 1957.

The last Polish Resettlement Camp in the UK, Northwich Park camp in Gloucestershire, 
closed in 1970. northwickparkpolishdpcamp.co.uk
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