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Abstract

In the 1930s, the Quakers in the United States and Britain were energetic and vocal 

proponents of appeasing the Hitler regime, consistently misreading its intentions and 

goals. They always accepted appeasement’s fundamental premises, contending that 

wars were caused by misunderstandings among nations that could be avoided by 

improving communication. They also insisted that many of Germany’s grievances 

were understandable, even justified, in light of the “Carthaginian” peace the Allies 
had imposed at Versailles, as well as alleged Allied wartime “atrocities,” notably 
Britain’s naval blockade of German ports. The Quakers failed to grasp the extent 

or uniqueness of the Nazi persecution of the Jews. Quaker distaste for Jews’ fierce 
hostility to Nazism was infused with Christian theological antisemitism. Quaker 
leaders often equated Jews’ “chosen people” concept with the Nazi theory of an 
Aryan master race. They maintained that Jews’ vindictiveness rendered them 
incapable of understanding Quaker efforts to promote reconciliation with the Nazis. 

In 1934, veteran Manchester Guardian correspondent Robert Dell, one of the 

most astute analysts of the Nazi movement, mocked “the tenderness of so many 
Quakers for the Nazi regime.” According to Dell, they assumed “there is some good 
in everybody” and concluded “we must find out what is good in the Nazis rather than 
what is bad.”

Throughout the 1930s, Quakers remained wedded to moral suasion in their 

interactions with the Nazis, seeking to forge friendly ties with the Third Reich by 
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sponsoring meetings between German and British war veterans and encouraging 

youth from the West to participate in Germany’s Nazi-controlled youth hostel 

movement. The Quakers strongly opposed the boycott of Nazi Germany’s goods 

and services, which Jews in both the United States and Britain heavily promoted – 

arguably the most potent weapon available to Jews and their allies to raise public 

awareness of the Nazi threat and inflict damage on the German economy. Quaker 
leaders denounced the boycott to Jewish audiences as not only wrong-headed 

but immoral. They also opposed the Jewish-sponsored mass anti-Nazi rallies and 

demonstrations on the grounds that, like the boycott, they undermined efforts to 

promote reconciliation. 

Taking an “even-handed approach,” the Quakers minimized the assaults on 
and relentless degradation of Jews in German concentration camps, drawing false 

parallels to the treatment of Nazi insurrectionists incarcerated in Austria and Memel. 
Like other Western appeasers, they found Hitler’s 1935 annexation of the Saar 

acceptable, even though it quickly led to the obliteration of the region’s centuries-old 

Jewish community.

Even after the Kristallnacht in November 1938, the Quakers continued their 

efforts at moral suasion in meetings with leading Nazi officials in Germany. After the 
German conquest of Poland, the Quakers agreed to conduct relief work there under 

the supervision of the Nazi welfare organization NSV, which provided assistance 

only to “Aryans.” Not long afterward, the NSV was engaged in stripping clothing 
and possessions from Jews murdered by German forces at Babi Yar for shipment 

to Germany.
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Introduction

The Quakers in the United States and Britain in the 1930s were energetic and vocal 

proponents of appeasing the Hitler regime, consistently misreading its intentions 

and goals. They failed to grasp the extent or uniqueness of the Nazis’ degradation of 

the Jews, even as journalists in both countries highly conversant with developments 

in Germany warned of an impending catastrophe of unparalleled proportions. The 

Quakers’ response to Hitler’s assumption of power in Germany was tepid. They 

expressed some concern about Nazi mistreatment of Jews and other inmates in 

German concentration camps, but often insisted that claims of abuse were exaggerated 

and could be resolved by bringing them to the attention of higher-echelon Nazi 

officials. Quakers also detracted from the severity and horror of the Jews’ plight by 
intervening on behalf of Nazi political prisoners in Austria and Memel. Convinced 
that it was a step toward peace in Europe, the Quakers were pleased with Germany’s 

landslide victory in the January 1935 Saar Plebiscite, which resulted in the third 

Reich’s annexation of the coal-rich territory, a major Nazi objective. The annexation 

led to the rapid obliteration of the Saar’s centuries-old Jewish community. After the 
German conquest of Poland, American Quakers engaged in relief work for Poles 
under the supervision of the National Socialist People’s Welfare organization (NSV). 

Misreading the Nazis

The Quakers always remained committed to the fundamental premises of appeasement: 

wars and other serious conflicts between nations were the result of misunderstanding, 
and many of Germany’s grievances against the Western powers were justified. 
Such misunderstanding could be prevented by improving communication 

among nations through such institutions as the League of Nations, as well as by 

encouraging direct contact between the peoples of different countries (Taylor, 

1965, pp. 361–362). The Quakers made a concerted effort to persuade the League 

to readmit Nazi Germany after its withdrawal in October 1933 (Catchpool, 1934).  
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Quakers joined with other appeasers in promoting exchanges of British World War 

I veterans with their counterparts from Nazi Germany. They also encouraged youth 

from Britain and the United States to become engaged in the youth hostel movement 

to forge bonds of friendship with youth from Nazi Germany. 

From the beginning of Hitler’s rule, the Quakers were loath to grasp that the 

Third Reich was qualitatively different from other countries, even though in both 

the United States and Britain there had been extensive press coverage of the Nazis’ 

rabid antisemitism, contempt for democracy, and violent abuse of Jews and others 

they despised. Speaking together at a Quaker meeting in Manchester in June 1933, 
British Quaker Corder Catchpool, who was in charge of the Quakers’ Berlin office 
(jointly run by British and American Quakers), and his wife Gwen Catchpool found 
merit in the Nazis’ argument that it was hypocritical for Britain to criticize the 

“methods” of their “revolution” when it had committed atrocities in Ireland and 
India. Catchpool informed his audience that he had been in “intimate touch with 
earnest-minded men” in Berlin who supported Nazi rule. Catchpool was impressed 
with their idealism and had “come to esteem and respect” them. He justified the 
Nazis’ repressive measures, explaining that Germany “had for years been facing 
an imminent revolutionary situation.” Catchpool falsely claimed that there were 
“6,000,000 organized Communists in Germany [...] controlled from Moscow.” 
He asked: “If we in England were faced by a revolutionary situation which was 
believed to imperil the whole of a nationality, would not the State crush it as quickly 

as possible?” (Catchpool & Catchpool, 1933).
On June 1, 1933, the American Quaker magazine The Friend published an article 

by the General Secretary of the Federal Council of Churches of Christ in America, 
Samuel McCrea Cavert, who criticized some features of the Nazi movement, but 
attributed most of the blame for its emergence to the Western powers rather than the 

Germans. He condemned the Nazis’ “exaggerated nationalism” and “absurd notion 
of a ‘pure Germanic race.’” But Cavert insisted that the Nazi movement was “largely 
the outgrowth of the policies of the Western nations toward Germans since the war.” 
These policies had damaged the German economy and constricted opportunities for 

employment. Germans were angry that their nation had been “forcibly disarmed” 
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while Allied powers were “piling up” armaments and reparations payments. Until 
the Nazis took power, Germans had “feared the prospect of national disintegration 
or a Communist revolution.” If only the Western nations “had been willing to make 
a peace that even remotely bore any resemblance to the Sermon on the Mount.”

Cavert conceded that Nazi treatment of Jews was scandalous, and criticized 
the near-complete removal of Jews from the professions and university faculties, 

but he found some antisemitic measures “understandable.” “Thoughtful Germans” 
had explained that Germany’s “generous postwar immigration policy” had resulted 
in an influx of Jews from Poland and Galicia. These Jews were “often of a type 
very different from the old German Jews.” The Eastern Jews had “overrun certain 
professions, especially law and medicine.” Jews’ control of the Social Democratic 
Party allowed them to “secure official appointments out of all proportion to their 
numbers.” They also represented an “alien influence” in the German “press, the 
movies, theater, and literature.” This made it difficult for Germans to appreciate the 
worth of their nation’s “historic heritage” (Cavert, 1933, pp. 567–568).

The Quaker writer Nora Waln, who resided in Nazi Germany from July 1934 

until 1938, conceded in 1939 that the Nazis, as Germans, were “people of violent 
temperament,” but nevertheless “a moral people, who, when they do wrong, soon 
long to make it right again.” Like Corder Catchpool, she attributed Nazi violence 
to the “revolutionary situation” that prevailed in the early months of their rule. As 
Waln became increasingly aware of the Nazis’ vicious persecution of the Jews, she 

insisted that they were not representative of the German people, whom she claimed 

were “good people.” Around Easter of 1935, Waln encountered “horrid anti-Jewish 
banners” in store windows, but insisted that shopkeepers and villagers were not 
responsible: “The signs were forced on them by an anti-Jewish bureau in the Nazi 
party” (Waln, 1939, pp. 35, 100, 116).

Despite her criticisms, Waln continued to see positive features in Nazism. After 
attending a Nazi official’s dinner party and speaking with Nazis there, she concluded: 
“There are honest and intelligent people in the National Socialist Party.” She was 
impressed with the cleanliness of the Nazi youth camps, as well as with their labor 

service program. Waln’s own daughter stayed in one of these camps and returned 
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“strong, brown, and enthusiastic.” Waln was impressed with the Nazis’ idealism, 
citing as an example her encounter with a group of girls from the Bund Deutscher 

Mädel, the Hitler Maids, marching along the Rhine River. Their “honest faces were 
lit by a shining radiance” as they sang: “We are marching for Hitler through night 
and through danger [...] for freedom and bread.” Waln compared their happiness 
and zeal to that of the young people she “once saw converted at a Christian Revival 
service in America” (Waln, 1939, pp. 30, 110, 131–132). 

Some leading Quakers became outright apologists for the Nazis. In May and 
June 1935, Corder Catchpool published a two-part article in The Friend in which 

he insisted that German youth in the Third Reich was not militaristic. Catchpool 
began by equating the Nazi “controlled press and all-pervading propaganda” with 
the “sensational journalism” in Britain and the United States, implying that neither 
provided reliable accounts of what was transpiring in the Third Reich. Instead, 

Catchpool drew on conversations with his own contacts in the Reich and on his study 
of Nazi youth publications. He dismissed the significance of Germany’s militaristic 
tradition, emphasizing that “German youth wants a clean break from the past [...] it 
does not want war.” The German boy’s “heel-clicking” was a sign of good manners, 
no different from a German girl’s curtsy. Neither German youth nor their parents 

displayed a “fighting instinct,” despite the injustice of the Versailles Treaty. To 
be sure, the Nazis were enamored of wearing the brown shirt, but to confuse this 

with militarism would be to repeat “the mistake of prewar years, when we took too 
seriously the ex-Kaiser’s love of display” (Catchpool, 1935a). 

Catchpool parroted the Hitler regime’s claims that the Nazis were promoters of 
peace. This was a standard theme of Hitler’s emissaries in the West. For example, 

in December 1933, in an invited address at Columbia University in New York, 
Hitler’s ambassador to the United States, Hans Luther, maintained that under Hitler, 

“Germany had exhibited the most peaceful attitude of any nation” (Norwood, 2009, 
p. 84). Catchpool went on to assert that the Hitler Youth focused on encouraging 
understanding and tolerance among youth of different nations. Betraying an 

astonishing disinterest in the Nazis’ degradation and humiliation of German Jewry, 

widely and accurately reported in many American and British newspapers from the 
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beginning of Hitler’s rule, Catchpool quoted from an article in the Hitler Youth’s 
“illustrated paper” entitled “Understanding between Peoples”: “National Socialism 
has taught us that love to one’s own folk evokes understanding for the national feelings 

of others. The main thing is the recognition of one’s neighbor’s fundamental right 

to live.” The article emphasized that Nazi youth “have a great and beautiful task – 

to arouse and maintain mutual esteem between peoples.” Catchpool concluded: 
“Thus the German youth periodicals [...] challenge us to seek out and raise up the 
good” (Catchpool, 1935b, p. 599).

Throughout the 1930s, the Quakers remained convinced that by reaching out 

to officials, students, and ordinary Reich citizens of the Hitler regime, they could, 
through friendly persuasion, influence the Nazis to treat Jews and political dissidents 
less harshly, and quash any impulse toward militarism. In April 1933, a British 
Quaker exchange student in Berlin, Clifford Mortimer, expressed enthusiasm for the 
establishment of contact with Nazi students in a letter to the editor in the Manchester 

Guardian. Mortimer acknowledged that his internationalist Quaker outlook had little 
following in the Reich, but explained that he nonetheless had no difficulty developing 
amicable relations with Nazi youth. Mortimer insisted that his “inevitable difference 
of opinion” with Nazi students “never led to more than a friendly argument.” He 
had no doubt that Hitler was sincere in developing polices that served the German 

people’s needs. The proliferation of uniforms throughout the Reich was part of an 

effort to overcome years of “political disunity” under the Weimar Republic, and 
“less military than is supposed abroad.” Mortimer was emphatic that the Nazi 
“revolution” was “a direct result of [...] the postwar policy of the Allied Powers” 
toward Germany (Mortimer, 1933).

In September 1933, Corder Catchpool’s brother, E. St. John (Jack), first secretary 
of the British Youth Hostels Association and a Quaker, arranged with the Nazi Youth 
Hostels Commissioner to bring a delegation of British youth to visit the Third Reich 
and its hostels. Quakers found youth hostels appealing because of their simplicity, 

low rates, and accessibility to all denominations, although that was obviously no 

longer the case in the Reich. Germany had created the world’s first youth hostels 
in 1904. Jack Catchpool was aware that since the Nazi takeover in Germany, “the 
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Youth Hostels Association, like all other national associations in Germany, had been 
absorbed or coordinated to suit the requirements of the present regime.” Richard 
Schirrmann, the originator of the youth hostel idea, “was now working in cooperation 
with the new [Hitler] regime and was arrayed in the ubiquitous brown uniform” of 
the Nazis. Nonetheless, Jack Catchpool accepted the invitation of the Nazi Youth 
Hostels Commissioner to bring an English group to an international conference of 
youth hostel associations’ secretaries in Bonn sponsored by the Hitler government. 

He believed that “there was much to be gained” by promoting amicable relations 
between British youth and those of Nazi Germany (“Youth Hostels in Germany,” 
1933; Simpson, 2017, pp. 10–11).

The Quakers naively expected that the Nazis would sincerely embrace 

reconciliation. To be sure, at times the Hitler regime exploited the Quakers’ overtures 

for propaganda purposes, thus presenting the Third Reich as a respected member of 

the community of nations. In May 1933, Britain’s ambassador to Nazi Germany, 
Sir Horace Rumbold (1928–1933), informed Lord Robert Vansittart, permanent 

undersecretary of state for foreign affairs, that in Germany “pacifism is now ranked 
with Communism as the lowest crime in the Statute Book.” Vansittart took the 
same view. He wrote in April 1934: “The foundation of Hitler’s faith is that man 
is a fighting animal. Pacifism is therefore the deadliest sin” (Gilbert, 1973, p. 381; 
Vansittart, 1934).

Forging Bonds of Friendship Between Britain’s and Nazi 

Germany’s War Veterans

The Hitler regime sometimes made overtures to British Quakers. In 1935, Joachim 

von Ribbentrop, a prominent foreign policy advisor to Hitler, and later his foreign 

minister, asked Corder Catchpool to seek the cooperation of leaders of the British 
Legion, Britain’s military veterans’ association, in arranging reciprocal visits between 

Legion officers and their German counterparts. Catchpool was enthusiastic about the 
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prospects for Anglo-German rapprochement, and proceeded to arrange the trips. A few 
months before, Catchpool had stated that the German people were “as decent, kindly, 
cultured, reasonable, as any others; [and] a good deal more patient than some.” The 
Prince of Wales, a Nazi sympathizer, strongly endorsed the reciprocal visits. In June 

1935, a German war veterans’ delegation, wearing swastika armbands, visited two 

English towns and London; its members gave the Nazi salute at public appearances 

and ceremonies. Speeches by both British and German ex-servicemen during the trip 

“stressed the close blood ties between the British and German people” (Catchpool, 
1934; Griffiths, 1980, pp. 128–129; Norwood, 2021, pp. 259–261). 

Catchpool’s enthusiasm for the reciprocal visits illustrates the willingness of some 
Quakers, in their zeal to promote Anglo-German reconciliation, to close their eyes to 
the Nazi regime’s brutality to those Germans whose views most resembled their own. 

In June, shortly before the British Legion’s trip to the Reich, a Labour Member of 
Parliament exposed the absurdity of the trip, asking in the House of Commons whether 
the delegation, which claimed to promote peace, was aware that all the leaders of 

German peace organizations were imprisoned in concentration camps. In Germany, 

Hitler personally received the British Legion delegation and spoke with them for two 

hours. Nazi officials gave the Legion’s chair, Major Francis Featherston-Godley, and 
other British delegates a tour of the Dachau concentration camp. The British veterans 

announced that they were favorably impressed with camp conditions and the prisoners’ 

health. After leaving Dachau, the chair made antisemitic comments to the press, including 
the claim that German Jews’ lack of patriotism during the war explained Germany’s 

antagonism toward them (Norwood, 2021, pp. 258–261). The visits constituted a major 

propaganda triumph for the Hitler regime and British appeasers.

Quaker Antisemitism: Finding What Is Good in the Nazis

Quaker distaste for Jews’ fierce hostility to Nazism was infused with traditional 
Christian theological antisemitism: Jews were vengeful and unforgiving, materialist 
rather than spiritual. They were tribal, instinctively mistrustful of non-Jews. In 1934, 
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Robert Dell, a non-Jewish Manchester Guardian correspondent and one of the most 

astute analysts of the Nazi movement, mocked “the tenderness of so many Quakers 
for the Nazi regime.” They assumed that “there is some good in everybody” and 
concluded that “we must try to find out what is good in the Nazis rather than what 
is bad.” Dell noted that Corder Catchpool, who delivered public lectures presenting 
a favorable view of the Nazis, was impressed that they had “ideals.” Dell argued 
that these ideals had produced a fanaticism in Germany that endangered the entire 

continent. “Sentimental pacifism” was “the fundamental cause of the capitulation to 
Hitler,” which was already widespread in the West, “making another European war 
certain” (Dell, 1934a, pp. 17–18, 43).

The Quaker emphasis on immediate revelation and antipathy to theology and 

Biblical exegesis gave rise to an anti-intellectualism that encouraged mistrust of 

both religious and secular Jews, who were heavily engaged with the written word, 

and with textual analysis and disputation. Prominent sociologist E. Digby Baltzell 

noted that although Quakers “saw the utility of education and literacy [...] they 
thoroughly rejected the vanity that so often goes with erudition” (Baltzell, 1979, 
pp. 103–104, 139, 169). In October 1933, The Friend published an antisemitic 

article by Harry Pfund, a professor of German at Quaker-affiliated Haverford 
College. The article was sympathetic to the mass burnings of Jewish and other 
“un-German” books, including many of the world’s greatest works of scholarship 
and literature, that the Nazis had carried out in May 1933 on university campuses 
across the Reich. Pfund claimed that the book burnings, although “unfortunate 
and childish,” nonetheless constituted a justifiable action of self-defense against 
“writers, mainly Jewish, who have no understanding of the German soul, of its 
deep idealism.” These writers had “deliberately set about to weaken the morale 
of the German burgher by a process of cold, analytical intellectualism.” The Nazi 
book burners were determined to take a stand against “so much that was sensual 
and revolting, flippant and trivial in postwar literature.” They condemned works 
that were “spiritually disintegrating.” 

Pfund maintained that the Hitler government had allied itself with the “better 
element” in Germany and was providing a service to the people of the Reich by 
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reconnecting them to a genuinely German literary tradition. The Nazis “crave[d] 
freedom for the German spirit from an era [Weimar] of a foreign bondage [...] physical 
and intellectual.” Pfund concluded by expressing approval for the Third Reich’s 
achievements and denouncing its critics: “At a time when Germany is receiving 
more than her share of condemnation and abuse at the hands of the American press, it 
is well for us to remember that there may be certain positive virtues in the new order 

of things which we are likely to overlook” (Pfund, 1933, pp. 123–124).
In the midst of the Holocaust, The Friend published an article equating the Jews’ 

concept of a “Chosen People” with the Nazi doctrine of the Aryan master race. 
Drawing on Christian supersessionism, the author, Frances Ascher, credited the Jews 
with introducing monotheism to a pagan world, but insisted that Christianity had 
rendered obsolete Jewish uniqueness, symbolized by the “pompous and assuming 
name ‘chosen people.’” Ascher pontificated: “No longer is there a privileged group 
of human beings under the sun.” There was “no ‘Herrenvolk’ as Hitler-Germans 
would like to see themselves, and no ‘God’s Chosen People’ as is still being said 
about the Jews” (Ascher, 1944, pp. 106–107).

A leading American Quaker official, discussing the situation in the Quakers’ 
Berlin office in January 1939, used the term “the Chosen Race” to defame a female 
Jewish employee. Howard W. Elkinton, a prominent American Quaker based in the 
Netherlands, writing to Clarence E. Pickett, executive secretary of the American 
Friends Service Committee (AFSC) in the Philadelphia headquarters, described Herta 
Israel as “a stormy little petrel of the Chosen Race.” She had been “quiet as a noisy 
mouse” when Elkinton was in the office, but “domineer[ing]” when he was absent 
(Elkinton, 1939a). In a subsequent letter, Elkinton added another antisemitic slur, to 

emphasize Israel’s alleged “pushiness”: “She is one of those energetic members of 
the Chosen Race with elbows” (Elkinton, 1939b). The Quakers formed the AFSC 
in 1917 to provide relief services, and continued this work in the interwar decades. 

Quakers who found the Nazi persecution of Jews deeply disturbing for the most 

part deluded themselves into believing that they could influence Hitler regime policy 
by appealing to more “moderate” Nazi leaders. They failed to comprehend that 
antisemitism in its most intense form suffused the entire Nazi movement. In August 
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1933, Hannah Erskine, clerk of the Friends Meeting in Berkeley, California, notified 
Clarence Pickett on its behalf that the Meeting had decided that the AFSC might 
send “a friendly admonition to Hitler” about the Nazi “persecution of Jews, pacifists, 
and liberals.” But, above all, “nothing should be said or done which would make life 
more unpleasant for German Quakers.” Pickett responded that the AFSC leadership 
had already asked Richard Cary, who had assumed charge of the Quakers’ Berlin 
office from Corder Catchpool in the previous month, to make an appeal to Hitler in 
person. If Cary was unable to obtain a meeting with the Fuehrer, he would probably 
convey the Quakers’ concerns to him in a letter (Erskine, 1933; Pickett, 1933a). 

Like Catchpool, Cary held a highly distorted view of the Nazi regime, and he 
reached out to the regime in a spirit of reconciliation. Soon after taking control of the 

Berlin office, he reported that Germany’s Jews were being treated in a manner similar 
to that of “German civilians in the United States and England during World War I.” 
The Jews were “partly to blame for the situation in which they found themselves” 
(Schmitt, 1997, p. 58).

Quaker Condemnation of the Boycott of German Goods and 

Services

Using antisemitic tropes, prominent Quakers condemned the boycott of German 

goods and services, arguably the most potent weapon against the Third Reich during 

a decade of Anglo-American appeasement. Quakers contrasted their own Christian 
moral suasion against what they characterized as Jews’ vindictive approach to the 

Nazis. Working- and lower-middle-class Jews in the United States and Britain 

had spontaneously initiated the boycott almost immediately after Hitler assumed 

power. By the fall of 1933, most of the principal American Jewish organizations 
had endorsed it. The American Jewish Committee (AJC), which represented more 
affluent and acculturated Jews, was a notable exception. The American Federation 
of Labor and the British Labour Party also officially backed the boycott. In Britain, 
shopkeepers vigorously enforced the boycott in many cities and towns, including 
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London’s East End and Manchester, where the nation’s two largest Jewish 
communities were located (Norwood, 2021, pp. 81–83, 86–87, 122–124, 127–136, 
180–185). 

In June 1934, addressing the Central Conference of American Rabbis (CCAR), 
which represented Reform rabbis in the United States and Canada, Henry Cadbury, 
professor of Biblical literature at the Quaker-affiliated Bryn Mawr College, declared 
that the boycott was not only ill-considered but immoral, a “war without bloodshed” 
that would undermine prospects for reconciliation between Germans and Jews. 

Cadbury, who was chair of the AFSC, lectured the assembled rabbis that the Jews 
must show “good-will” toward the Nazis and “appeal to the conscience of the German 
people.” This implied that ordinary Germans were not engaged in, or responsible for, 
the antisemitic persecution and atrocities in the Reich (“Non-Resistance and Good 
Will as a Policy,” 1934; “Professor Pleads for Accord Between Jews and Germans,” 
1934; “Reform Rabbis Declare Jews Must Fight to Defend Rights,” 1934; “Urges 
Good Will for the Nazis,” 1934).

CCAR leaders reacted angrily to Cadbury’s address. A CCAR committee that 
included President Samuel H. Goldenson and Rabbis Stephen S. Wise and Abba 
Hillel Silver, both prominent in the boycott movement, reiterated the organization’s 

commitment to the boycott. Rabbi Wise condemned Cadbury’s speech in the 
strongest terms: “I object, in the name of the Jewish people” to his “coming to us 
as rabbis [to] tell us to substitute good will for hatred.” The boycott was a “moral 
and economic weapon of self-defense.” Wise resented Cadbury’s trivialization of 
the brutality the Nazis were inflicting on German Jewry. Cadbury was suggesting 
that “some vulgar quarrel” had taken place “between Hitler and the Jews and that 
the Jews were at fault” (“Non-Resistance and Good Will as a Policy,” 1934; “Urges 
Good Will for the Nazis,” 1934).

In late December 1934, The Friend published a highly favorable article about a 

visit by American Quaker youth to Nazi Germany – a clear violation of the boycott, 
which included travel to the Reich. Their tour included Cologne and other parts of 
the Rhineland, Frankfurt, Falkenstein, Cassel, Goettingen, and Berlin. The Quaker 
youth wanted to “see all sides of the present situation clearly” before making a 
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judgment about the Third Reich. In Cologne, they were pleased to “meet young 
members of the National Socialist Party, who presented to us the best features of the 

present regime.” In Berlin, the delegation conferred with Corder Catchpool, who 
remained sympathetic to the regime. The Quaker youth did not meet Jews or other 

opponents of the Nazis (American Young Friends in Europe, 1934, pp. 201–202).

Moral Suasion vs. Militant Protest

From the beginning of Hitler’s rule, major Jewish organizations, notably the American 
Jewish Congress and the Jewish War Veterans of the United States, staged street 
demonstrations to protest Nazi antisemitism. The street protests were sparked by 

an avalanche of telegrams and letters sent by American Jews and some non-Jews to 
the White House in February and March 1933, demanding that President Roosevelt 
issue an official protest to the German government against the Nazi persecution of 
Jews. In the United States and Britain, there were calls from the Jewish grassroots 

for an organized boycott of German goods and services, as well as for breaking 

off diplomatic relations with Germany. While Roosevelt refused to act, hundreds 

of thousands of Jews in the United States participated in massive, well-coordinated 

street demonstrations and rallies across the country on March 27, and again on 
May 10, 1933, the day of the Nazis’ book burnings. These mass actions received 
extensive and thorough press coverage. British Jews also organized enormous street 

demonstrations against Nazi antisemitism (Norwood, 2021, pp. 76–89, 100–101, 
123–124, 129–130). 

By contrast, the Quakers refrained from militant protest through the 1930s. 

Instead, they maintained a singular focus on moral suasion. The British Quakers’ 

German Emergency Committee (GEC), established to learn more about conditions 
in the Reich soon after Hitler became chancellor, called for a “positive and practical 
Christian attitude toward anti-Semitism and its victims” (Report of Emergency 
Gathering of Friends, 1933). The Quakers were clearly calling for a less antagonistic 

stance toward Nazi Germany. This was the case both in the United States and in 
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Britain, where Jewish working- and lower-middle-class protestors in the East End of 

London, Manchester, and other British cities were already staging and enforcing an 
organized boycott of German goods and services. As pacifists, the Quakers would 
recoil at the slogan Jews had chalked all over the East End: “Judea Declares War on 
Germany” (Norwood, 2021, pp. 94–95, 122–124). The GEC complained that “the 
protests made by Jews outside Germany are proving embarrassing and in some cases 

dangerous to German Jews” (Report of Emergency Gathering of Friends, 1933).
In May 1933, prominent University of London biologist J. B. S. Haldane ridiculed 

a resolution mainly drafted by Christian youth organizations, primarily the Young 
Friends (Quakers), National Sunday School Union, and Young Men’s Christian 
Association, that was presented at a rally in London’s Queen Hall to protest Nazi 
persecution of German Jews. The resolution “appealed in a spirit of friendship to the 
German people” to end “the present discrimination practiced against German Jewry.” 
By contrast, Haldane, speaking at a different anti-Nazi rally organized by University 

of London students, took a position consistent with grassroots Jewish protesters in the 

United States and Britain. He forcefully condemned what grassroots protestors were 

calling the Nazis’ “cold pogrom” against German Jewry – the “systematic attempt” 
to deny Jews employment, severely restrict their opportunities for education, and 

boycott their stores and offices. This would force them into starvation and “wipe 
out the entire Jewish section of the German nation” within a generation, except 
for the small minority able to flee the Reich. Haldane denounced moral suasion 
as utterly ineffective. Did the Quakers and their Christian allies “suppose that the 
German youth were going to be allowed to read their resolution? Of course they 

would not be.” It was ludicrous to appeal in a spirit of reconciliation to “the gang 
of perverts in charge of the present German Government.” Haldane called for much 
stronger measures of resistance, including the boycott and fundraising for German 

Jews forced out of work and into exile (“British Youth Appeals to Germany,” 1933; 
“Professor Haldane Hits Out,” 1933, p. 20).

Although not involved in mass anti-Nazi demonstrations or rallies, former 
Wellesley College professor Emily Balch, a pioneering scholar of immigration 
and ethnicity, was one of the few Quakers to take a militant stand against the 
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Hitler regime. She rejected reconciliation with the Nazis, criticizing them in 

much stronger language than the Quaker leadership. Shortly after the July 1935 

pogroms against Jews in Berlin, Balch, the honorary international secretary of 

the pacifist Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, and Clara 
Ragaz, the League’s chair, addressing the non-Jews of Europe, condemned the 

“terrorist regime of the Third Reich” and the “new wave of persecution of Jews.” 
They commented bitterly that “in the heart of Europe pogroms are engineered and 
‘civilized’ Europe is silent.” Sharply criticizing the Quaker leadership’s policy, 
Balch and Ragaz declared: “Civilized Europe [...] is an accomplice when [...] to 
induce the rulers of Germany to [...] return to the League of Nations [...] it glosses 
over and tolerates its crimes.” By carrying on trade with the Reich and providing 
loans, “civilized Europe” allowed the Hitler regime to strengthen its ability to 
wage war and torture Jews (Ragaz & Balch, 1935). 

Quaker Naivety About Nazi Concentration Camps

Hamstrung by their failure to understand the reason the Hitler regime had erected 

the concentration camps, along with their theological conviction that they could win 

the Nazi leadership over by reminding it of all they had done for Germany in the 

post-World War I period, the Quakers’ efforts to address the inmates’ conditions 

would have little impact. During World War I, the Quakers had denounced the British 

blockade of German ports, which the Nazis insisted constituted a war crime. They 

had also opposed the Allied exclusion of Germany from the Paris Peace Conference 
and characterized the Versailles Treaty as “morally invalid.” During the early 1920s, 
the AFSC, the Quaker service organization, provided food and other relief to sizeable 
numbers of German children. The Quakers also reminded the Nazi government that 

after the war they had sent a mission to the French-occupied Ruhr to press them to 

ameliorate conditions for the Germans held as “political prisoners” there (Dixon 
& Bracey, 1938; Pinkham, 1923; Schmitt, 1997, pp. 12–13, 15–17; Waln, 1939, 
p. 344). These efforts had led to the permanent presence in Berlin of Quakers from 
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the United States and Britain, the two nations that had donated most of the funds for 

postwar relief work in Germany (Catchpool, 1933).
By fall 1933, the Jewish and labor press, as well as Britain’s Manchester Guardian 

and many American dailies, were providing the West with harrowing accounts of 
the brutality, torture, and degradation of Jews and political opponents of the Hitler 

regime (Norwood, 2021, pp. 40–44, 64–68). In July 1933, having heard from the 

League for the Rights of Man in Paris of “constant allegations of ill-treatment of the 
prisoners” in the concentration camps, the GEC requested that the Nazi government 
allow it “free and continued access to the camps” to check on the inmates’ conditions. 
The GEC explained that during World War I, the British Quakers had visited 
German prisoners of war in Britain for this purpose. The Quakers appeared unable 

to grasp that the Nazi concentration camps were qualitatively different from British 

prisoner-of-war camps. The GEC assured the Hitler government that it would not 
publish any criticism of the camps in the press. It hoped the Nazis would allow the 

Quakers to “undertake this work as friends of the German government” (“Letter to 
Your Excellency,” 1933; Meeting of the Joint Committee on the German Situation, 
1933a; “Proposals Submitted by Representatives of the Society of Friends [Quakers] 
in Great Britain,” n. d.).

Similarly, in late 1933 and early 1934, British Quakers met with individual 

Nazi leaders for the same purpose. In London, William R. Hughes met with Nazi 

race theorist Alfred Rosenberg, a member of Hitler’s inner circle, to discuss the 
concentration camps and find out how the Quakers could provide services for the 
inmates and their families (Meeting of the Joint Committee on the German Situation, 
1933b). Rosenberg, a fanatical antisemite, was the editor of the Nazi party newspaper, 

Völkischer Beobachter. Hitler had sent him to London to promote Anglo-German 
amity. Hughes’s friendly, respectful approach to Rosenberg contrasted with that of 

Britain’s swelling grassroots anti-Nazi movement, which had initiated a militant and 

well-enforced boycott of German goods and services. In May 1933, when Rosenberg 
arrived in London, anti-Nazi protestors picketed his hotel, loudly chanting, “Go 
home.” Rosenberg refused to answer journalists’ questions about Nazi antisemitic 
atrocities. Upon his departure from England, anti-Nazi protestors massed at the 
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docks, shouting “Down with Hitler and the Murder Government!” (Norwood, 2021, 
pp. 120–121). 

In the spring of 1934, Hughes, Helen Dixon, Elizabeth Howard, and Edith 

Pye, all Quakers, met with Countess Wilamowicz-Moellendorff, sister-in-law of 
Hermann Goering, one of the top Nazi leaders, to discuss British Quakers’ concerns 

about “certain conditions in Germany.” The GEC only described the countess as a 
“distinguished lady” (Meeting of the German Emergency Committee, 1934a).

Still, the GEC was disturbed that the Nazis were denying concentration camp 
prisoners the “ordinary amenities,” such as visits from wives, permission to write 
and receive letters, and access to books. That September, the GEC decided to appeal 
to General Hermann Goering to either grant these basic rights to the inmates or 

abolish the concentration camps (Meeting of the German Emergency Committee, 
1934b).

Yet, in June 1935, William R. Hughes, representing the English Society of 

Friends, issued a statement about concentration camp conditions that was largely 

favorable to the Nazis. Noting that he had been “in Germany [...] as agent for the 
English Quakers” since October 1933, Hughes declared that he had “always been at 
pains to explain in England that the popular impression of the concentration camps 

and [Nazi] police stations as scenes of continuous ill treatment was untrue, and that 
the excesses of the earlier days [of Hitler’s rule] were no longer taking place.” He 
assured the English public that inmates had contact with their families, adding that “it 
is very important that misunderstandings should not persist.” Hughes did, however, 
concede that he had been “greatly distressed by certain evidence [...] showing that 
methods of brutality” were “still being used in certain places.” But he was confident 
that this was “contrary to [...] the will and instructions of the German government.” 
Sharing Hughes’s convictions about the good intentions of the top Nazi leadership, 

Corder Catchpool transmitted his statement to Hans Thomsen, secretary to Hitler. 
Thomsen asked for several copies in German translation (Hughes, 1935).

In February 1934, Gilbert MacMaster, who became head of the Quakers’ Berlin 
office after Cary’s death in July 1933, expressed his reservations about the current 
activities of Gerhart Seger, who had escaped from Oranienburg in December 1933, 
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the first concentration camp inmate to do so. Seger was delivering numerous public 
lectures in the United States and Britain condemning Nazism and had written a 

book about his eight-month imprisonment. A Social Democrat, Seger had been a 
deputy in the Reichstag from 1930 until his arrest by the Nazis in March 1933, 
years in which the Nazis comprised a sizeable bloc. Unlike Hughes and Catchpool, 
MacMaster acknowledged that Seger’s book, which was already “getting a great 
deal of advance publicity,” probably provided “a reliable description of conditions” 
in the camps, and could “help have them done away with.” But he also worried that 
“such things make it [...] harder to help those who are still in custody” (MacMaster, 
1934a; Norwood, 2021, pp. 158–159).

Indeed, the Nazis themselves used this argument with the Quakers. In October 

1935, Corder Catchpool informed Clarence Pickett that Ernst Hanfstaengl, Hitler’s 
intensely antisemitic foreign press chief and a militant Nazi from the early 1920s, 

had said that American journalists were prodding him to look into concentration 
camp conditions. Hanfstaengl told Catchpool that his own alleged efforts to do so 
“had been made very difficult by the actions of such men as Seger, who had gone 
up and down Europe and America denouncing Nazism.” Hanfstaengl condemned 
Seger for “the way in which [he] has behaved” since his escape. Catchpool, in turn, 
suggested to Pickett that “if any satisfactory guarantee of ‘good behavior’ on the part 
of released prisoners could be devised [...] progress could be made” in freeing others 
(Catchpool, 1935e). 

Quakers were not particularly concerned about the predicament of Carl von 
Ossietzky, one of the best-known concentration camp inmates outside Germany, 

but they were uncomfortable with anti-Nazis’ public agitation in the West on his 

behalf. Ossietzky was editor-in-chief of the left-wing cosmopolitan socialist weekly 

Die Weltbühne (The World Stage), which published many writers with pacifist 
sympathies. Ossietzky, a non-Jew, had repeatedly denounced Hitler, and during his 

imprisonment Nazi guards had beaten him severely. Anti-Nazis outside Germany 
launched a vigorous campaign to free Ossietzky and award him the Nobel Peace 

Prize. Many American journalists joined the campaign (Deak, 1968, pp. 220–221; 
Evans, 2005, pp. 153). Corder Catchpool, however, “doubt[ed] the wisdom of 
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Friends being connected with a newspaper campaign of any kind” on behalf of 
people imprisoned in Nazi Germany. He explained that the Quaker Berlin office, in 
which he remained very active, was pursuing a strikingly different approach – moral 

suasion through direct contact with Nazi government officials. Gilbert MacMaster 
agreed that nothing could be done for Ossietzky other than submitting a petition to 

Hanfstaengl from “as many well-known people as possible [...] ask[ing] that he be 
let out” (Catchpool, 1935d; MacMaster, 1934).

Ossietzky was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1936, when he was suffering 

from tuberculosis. The Nazis refused to allow him to travel to Oslo to receive the 

prize. Because they did not want the foreign media to accuse the Hitler regime of 

causing his death in the camp, they transferred him to a Berlin hospital, where he 

died in 1938 (Deak, 1968, pp. 220–221; Evans, 2005, p. 153).

Equating Nazi Insurrectionists in Austria and Memel with the 

Inmates of Hitler’s Concentration Camps

The Quakers provided relief to the dependents of Austrian Nazis killed or 
imprisoned following their failed attempt in July 1934 to violently overthrow the 

Austrian government. This diverted attention from the Nazis’ attacks on Jews and 
other opponents of the Hitler regime. With the Hitler regime’s backing, the German 

Mennonite relief association Brüder in Not (Brothers in Need), contacted the 

Quakers’ Berlin office, asking it to dispense relief and offering funds. Austrian SS 
units, with Hitler’s endorsement, had spearheaded the revolt against the Austrian 
government. Quaker leaders in the United States and Britain, believing that they 

should be impartial in their relief efforts, were inclined to assist the Austrian Nazis, 
but feared there might be “harmful repercussions” in the United States, where many 
donors found the prospect of financially assisting Nazis abhorrent. The Quakers 
were willing to take charge of the distribution of relief to Austrian Nazis and their 
families. However, if they were to proceed, they would want funding from other 

sources in addition to Brüder in Not, so as not to seem an instrument of the Reich 
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(Schmitt, 1997, pp. 86–89; Whiteside, 1966, pp. 344–348). It appears that the 
Quakers did not secure such funding in 1934. In December 1938, however, the 

Quaker Commission to Germany, consisting of three leading American Quakers, 
informed Hitler regime officials that at the time of the Anschluss (the German 
annexation of Austria in March 1938), “we were distributing food to a number of 
Nazi families” in Austria (“Statement Used by Quaker Commission in Interviews 
with German Officials,” 1938).

In 1935, leading British and American Quakers intervened with the Lithuanian 
government on behalf of Nazis from Memel that Lithuania had tried and imprisoned 
for treason. Families of German Nazis appealed to the Quaker Center in Berlin for 
help. Memel was a focal point in Hitler’s “bleeding borders” campaign, launched 
to acquire control over regions in neighboring European countries with significant 
German populations. The Versailles Treaty had transferred Memel, a Baltic port 
city, from German control to nominal autonomy within Lithuania. More than 100 
German Nazis were convicted of plotting to seize part of Lithuania by armed force 

for annexation to Germany. The indictment claimed that stormtrooper detachments 

in Memel had “carried out secret military exercises, including trench-digging in 
the woods, took part in anti-Lithuanian meetings, and distributed Nazi literature.” 
Most had received prison terms of up to 12 years; four, charged with murder, were 
sentenced to death. Clarence Pickett declared that Quaker intercession on behalf of 
the convicted Nazis was “a very wholesome supplement to our usual program of 
ministering to the sufferers of Nazi persecution” (“Four Memel Nazis Sentenced 
to Die,” 1935; “Lithuania Charges Memel Coup Plot,” 1934; Norwood, 2021, pp. 
213–215; Pickett, 1935; Schmitt, 1997, pp. 89–91). 

Distressed by what he considered the “severe sentences” imposed on the Nazis, 
Corder Catchpool made several trips to Lithuania to meet with the prisoners and 
their families. Catchpool told the president of Lithuania that releasing all of the 
Nazi prisoners “would make a substantial contribution toward the prospects of peace 
settlement and goodwill in Europe” (Catchpool, 1935c, 1936a, 1936b).
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Trusting the Nazis: Quakers and the Saar Crisis

While in charge of the Quakers’ Berlin office, Gilbert MacMaster expressed strong 
support for the return of the Saar to the Reich, a major priority for Hitler, which 

threatened the existence of the region’s centuries-old Jewish community (MacMaster, 
1933). The Treaty of Versailles had placed the Saar, a valuable coal region, under 

League of Nations administration for 15 years, after which a plebiscite, scheduled for 

January 13, 1935, would decide its future status – whether it would become part of 

Germany, be annexed by France, or continue under League of Nations administration. 

Its population was overwhelmingly German, so annexation by France was not a 

serious option. In 1933, Hitler launched a violent and well-financed “Victory in the 
Saar” campaign, determined to show that Germans outside the Reich, in a free vote, 
would overwhelmingly choose to embrace Nazism (Norwood, 2021, pp. 195–219).

In 1933, MacMaster expressed his strong opposition to the Versailles Treaty’s 
granting France control of the Saar’s coal mines as reparations for the German 

destruction of French coal mines in World War I. MacMaster approvingly quoted a 
journalist who found it repugnant “to subordinate the national rights of a population 
of three-quarters of a million to a matter of finance.” To MacMaster, “the Saar 
arrangement smacked of slave trading.” He was aware that the Jews of the Saar 
would suffer persecution in the event of a German plebiscite victory, but he still 

favored the annexation of the Saar to the Reich. And MacMaster remained indifferent 
to the fate of the other “political opponents of the Nazis,” especially “the Marxists” – 
a term he, like the Nazis, applied to Social Democrats as well as Communists. They 
could simply move somewhere else and “continue to print their papers and carry on 
their opposition to National Socialism freely.” That would promote peace, because it 
would largely remove Germany’s “desire for revenge” for the Allies’ seizure of their 
territory (MacMaster, 1933).

In 1933, MacMaster declared that he had “heard the opinion voiced many times 
in Geneva [League of Nations headquarters] that guarantees from the German 
government” involving Jews and dissidents in the Saar “were worthless,” because 
the Saar Germans “would not live up to them.” Those expressing that concern 
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predicted that “local boycotts [of Jewish stores and offices] would spring up” 
and no one would protect the Jews. But MacMaster was unfazed: “[An] official 
who would be responsible for enforcing such guarantees [assured me] the present 
[German] government could well make the people live up to them.” He found 
that “very reassuring.” Moreover, conflating the Nazis with Germany’s Weimar 
government, MacMaster maintained that “the Germans did not persecute their 
opponents when the Ruhr district was evacuated” by French occupying forces in 
1925 (MacMaster, 1933).

MacMaster did not anticipate the wave of violent Nazi terrorism against Jews 
and other opponents of the Saar’s annexation to the Reich that followed Germany’s 

landslide victory in the plebiscite, with more than 90% of the vote. The League of 

Nations and the Reich had come to an agreement protecting minorities in the Saar 

from reprisal for one year after the plebiscite. It applied only to persons who had lived 

in the Saar for three years prior to the plebiscite, leaving unprotected the thousands 

of anti-Nazi refugees who had fled to the Saar after Hitler came to power. In any 
event, it became immediately clear after their victory in the plebiscite that the Nazis 

would not adhere to the one-year promise of protection. Saar Jews were in a state 

of panic, forced immediately to flee while leaving almost all their property behind. 
Persons known to have voted against the Saar’s annexation to the Reich were thrown 

into carts and paraded before spitting, jeering crowds. The Nazis affixed boycott 
signs to Jewish stores and took control of the police force, an ominous development 

for Jews and all opponents of Nazism (Norwood, 2021, pp. 204–213). 

Almost immediately, there began a mass exodus of Jews and other anti-Nazi 
refugees desperate to gain entry into France. At this point, MacMaster expressed 
genuine concern for the Jews’ plight. Four days after the plebiscite, he observed 

“panic,” as hundreds of Jews and antifascists, seemingly all poor, attempted 
to obtain visas at the French consulate to leave the Saar. MacMaster reported to 
Clarence Pickett in Philadelphia: “It was a sad sight and left a deep impression.” 
These refugees “were frightened at what they felt sure would overtake them if 
they stayed here. They were frightened by people shouting outside their houses or 

pounding on their doors or shutters at night, and at the threats that were made.” 
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Quaker observers “learned that they were selling their furniture and their tools and 
workbenches” and would experience “irreparable loss and future suffering.” Even 
so, MacMaster believed that many of the refugees “could safely remain where they 
are, or safely go back to Germany later, if they had the Quakers’ advice and backing” 
(MacMaster, 1935).

Within months, nearly all of the Saar’s Jewish institutions had been shut down or 

were being dissolved. The exodus of the Saar’s Jews was so extensive that there were 

no longer sufficient numbers to support synagogues (Norwood, 2021, pp. 212–213).

Delusions About Hitler’s Objectives

From the beginning of Hitler’s rule, British and American Quakers assumed that 
Germany was an ordinary nation-state that the Allies had grievously wronged by 
imposing a Carthaginian peace after World War I. Moreover, the vast majority of the 
German people did not share the objectionable views of the Nazis. The Quakers not 

only downplayed, but justified Nazi expansionist designs, claiming that appeasement 
would lessen the danger of a large-scale European war. They argued that wars would 

continue until the elimination of their root cause, the spread of armaments.

In December 1934, H. B. Byles Ford, chair of the Northern Friends’ Peace Board 

in Britain, declared that the best way to dissipate tensions among nations in Europe 

was to eliminate the Versailles Treaty clause that assigned the blame for World War I 

to Germany. She urged the British delegate at the next League of Nations Assembly 
to propose that a commission be formed “to look into all the German grievances, 
the chief of which was the war guilt clause” (“A Quaker Plan for Peace,” 1934). A 
year later, in an article in The Friend, Richard Wood, chair of the Quakers’ Peace 

Committee, described Hitler as a man seeking “peace on a reasonable basis.” The 
Fuehrer had “flatly declared” that he had no desire to conquer territories containing 
non-German peoples. Hitler appealed to “the conscience of other nations” to redress 
the wrongs imposed by the victors in World War I and thereby establish an equilibrium 

“of justice” that would maintain the peace in Europe (Wood, 1936, p. 311).
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British ambassadors to Germany, Sir Eric Phipps and Sir Horace Rumbold, 

who had considerably more direct contact with Hitler than the Quakers did, took 

a very different view. In early 1933, Sir Horace maintained that the Germans were 

determined to rearm. Hitler had explained in Mein Kampf that Germany would have 

to “lull its adversaries into such a state of coma that they will allow themselves 
to be engaged one by one.” Hitler, of course, possessed sufficient cunning “to 
realize the necessity of camouflage” in communicating his intentions. In January 
1934, Phipps explained: “Nazi Germany believes neither in the League [of Nations] 
nor in negotiation” (Vansittart, 1934). J. W. Wheeler-Bennett, a leading scholar 
of appeasement, agreed, writing that the Nazis “cloak[ed] the magnitude of their 
ultimate designs” (Wheeler-Bennett, 1964, p. 15). 

The Persistence of Illusions

The Quakers remained wedded to moral suasion even after Kristallnacht, the night 

of organized pogroms on November 9–10, 1938, in which the Nazis burned down 

all of Germany’s synagogues, killed about 100 Jews, imprisoned 30,000 Jewish 

men in concentration camps, and destroyed or severely damaged Jewish stores and 

homes across the Reich. In December 1938, three prominent American Friends, 
AFSC chair Rufus Jones, Robert Yarnall, and George Walton, embarked on a high-
profile two-week trip to Nazi Germany to confer with Nazi leaders about the plight 
of German Jewry. A week after the Kristallnacht, Jones, head of the delegation to 
Berlin, and Clarence E. Pickett, AFSC executive secretary, issued a statement that 
the recent attacks on Jews in the Reich had profoundly shocked the Quakers. They 

reported that “cables from Germany indicate that American newspaper reports have 
not exaggerated the tragedy.” But although Jones and Pickett knew that Jews were 
desperate to leave Germany, they made no criticism of the Roosevelt administration, 

which, as Rafael Medoff noted, “was profoundly unsympathetic to Jewish refugees 
and inclined to administer immigration policy in an unremittingly harsh manner.” 
Jones and Pickett emphasized that “our government is acting properly both with 
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regard to protest and mass emigration” (Jones & Pickett, 1938; Medoff, 2013, p. 7). 
Yet Roosevelt, in condemning the Kristallnacht, had not identified the pogromists’ 
victims as Jews. He ordered the pro-appeasement U.S. ambassador to Germany, 

Hugh Wilson, whom Roosevelt had personally appointed, to return to Washington 

for consultations, and never sent him back to Berlin (Medoff, 2019, p. 82). But 
Roosevelt would not break diplomatic relations with the Reich. Nor did he impose 

strong economic sanctions on Germany, as many grassroots Jews were demanding 

(Norwood, 2021, p. 305).

The Quakers recognized that the situation for German Jews after Kristallnacht 

had deteriorated, but the premises on which their delegation based its trip were 

completely unrealistic. They continued to assume that the Nazi leadership could 

be persuaded to treat the Jews less harshly, and that the German people were 

uncomfortable with the Reich government’s Jewish policy. British Quaker Ben 

Greene, in a confidential report he prepared for the GEC around the time of the 
delegation’s trip to the Reich, described German Jewry’s situation as desperate: 

“Their desire to get out [of Germany] has become almost hysterical.” Because of 
the Kristallnacht rampages, Jews faced a serious housing shortage, especially in the 

villages: “Their village homes have been wrecked [...] and village life is unbearable.” 
Jews were often barred from entering towns. As a result, there was “a vast mass of 
Jewish humanity living the lives of rats in and around the cities.” Many Jews had no 
coal and were malnourished. Under present conditions, German Jews saw only two 

alternatives: death in a few months, or being herded by Nazi authorities into “a so-
called labor camp.” Greene believed that “most of the Jews preferred the prospect of 
the former to the [...] so-called labor camp” (“Report by Ben Greene,” 1938).

The delegation, however, did not share Greene’s bleak view of Jews’ situation in 

the Reich. Crossing the Atlantic en route to Germany, Jones, a Haverford professor, 
was optimistic about working out a solution with the Nazi leadership that would 

benefit the Jews. He told the Philadelphia Record that the Quakers “have always had 
pleasant relations with the German Government because we have done so much in 

Germany in the past [...] We fed more than a million persons a day after the war.” 
He implied that the persecution of Jews was not unique: a solution might involve “a 
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wholesale evacuation” not only of Jews “but also of Catholic and Protestant groups 
in Germany” (“Quaker Committee Would See Hitler,” 1938). Upon arrival, the 
delegates met with British Quaker William R. Hughes, who discussed with them 

his investigations of Jews’ conditions in the Leipzig district. Hughes informed the 

delegates that “except in isolated places, the need for relief is not great.” In his notes 
of the meeting, Robert Yarnall commented: “Coincides with our own investigations” 
(Yarnall, 1938).

Reflecting the Quaker conviction that the Nazi leadership was deeply divided on 
key issues, George Walton suggested that the delegation’s visit would “strengthen 
the reasonable element and restrain the extremists [...] [and] mark the way of return 
to international sanity.” He said the delegates found “hunger here and there” among 
the Jews and “undernourishment with the threat of starvation in certain instances [...] 
but no widespread need for emergency feeding” (Walton, 1938).

Yarnall recounted that the three Quakers visited the Der ewige Jude [The Eternal 
Jew] exhibit the Nazis had installed in the old Reichstag building and found it 
distressing, “a terrible display of demagoguery.” He “felt like taking a shower bath 
after coming out, in order to wash away the impressions.” But Yarnall also implied 
that the Nazis had made some valid points about the Jews in the exhibit: there was 

“just enough truth to make it take hold of people” (Yarnall, 1938).
Through conversations with “Jewish leaders,” the delegation was made aware 

of the vast number of Jews rendered homeless and jobless, as well as the prospect 

that the Jews would be forced into ghettos. The delegation agreed that it should 

concentrate on getting as many Jews out of the Reich as possible, rather than on 

food and clothing relief. Misreading Nazi intentions once more, the delegation was 
unable to get anywhere. No “responsible [Nazi] officials” were willing to discuss the 
specifics of how to transport Jews out of the Reich and where to settle them. Their 
contact at the German Foreign Office told the Quakers that the “Jewish-controlled 
press” in the West had exaggerated German Jews’ distress. When the delegates 
suggested to him that they might raise funds in the United States to finance German 
Jewish emigration, he responded: “No! Let the wealthy Jews in America raise their 
own money” (Yarnall, 1938).
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The delegation was able to meet with Erich Hilgenfeldt, head of the National 

Socialist People’s Welfare (NSV). The NSV was the only relief organization in 

Germany to receive state funding, and it provided assistance only to “Aryans.” 
Yarnall described Hilgenfeldt as “a stunning looking, tall [...] clean looking soldier 
[...] very likeable and honest.” Yarnall trusted Hilgenfeldt, and believed him when he 
told the delegation that in Berlin “all races are working together on an equal basis.” 
When the Quakers asked about relief for the Jews, Hilgenfeldt responded that the 

Jews should use their own relief organizations for as long as possible. In the end, 

the Quakers’ visit accomplished nothing (Evans, 2005, pp. 488–489; Yarnall, 1938).

Joining the Nazi Relief Effort in Occupied Poland

By October 10, 1939, after Hitler’s conquest of Poland, American Quakers 
had decided to participate in Nazi Germany’s relief efforts there, under the 

NSV’s supervision. American Quakers Homer L. Morris and Edna W. Morris, 
Commissioners to Germany for the AFSC, informed the Quakers’ Philadelphia 
headquarters that the NSV had preceded the invading German troops into Poland, 

and was already “doing an unusually fine piece of relief work” there. They reported 
that “Mr. Hitler had given orders that no one should go hungry – the population must 
be fed.” Homer and Edna Morris noted that “the NSV was thoroughly organized 
and equipped to take care of the situation.” However, they and their colleagues in 
the Quakers’ Berlin office agonized about whether, as pacifists, they should “put 
our OK on a program of relief so closely connected with the military arm of the 

Government.” They also worried that “if we make a favorable report the liberal 
papers in the USA will consider that we have sold out to the Nazis and they will be 
on our neck” (Morris & Morris, 1939; “Quakers to Aid,” 1939). 

Homer and Edna Morris’s characterization of the NSV’s relief work in Poland 
was highly inaccurate. Sir Martin Gilbert, eminent historian of the Holocaust, 
stated that the German invaders, upon entering the Polish capital of Warsaw about 

October 1, “set up field kitchens and began to distribute free soup and bread to the 
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starving population.” Almost simultaneously, “German film operators set up their 
cameras and filmed the evidence of how German troops were bringing sustenance 
to the hungry Poles.” When the German crews finished filming, however, “the field 
kitchens disappeared with the cameramen” (Gilbert, 1989, p. 18).

On October 12, Homer and Edna Morris expressed their disappointment with 
British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s announcement “that England and 
France were prepared to continue the war and would not enter into negotiations with 

the present German government”; Britain and France had declared war on Germany 
on September 3, two days after Hitler’s armed forces invaded Poland. Dejected, they 

concluded: “This means that the peace proposals made by Hitler last week have been 
rejected.” As a result, the Quaker couple informed the Philadelphia headquarters: 
“We seriously question the opportunity to do Quaker relief work in Poland” (Morris 
& Morris, 1939). However, on October 14, Homer and Edna Morris received a cable 
from the Philadelphia headquarters urging them to stay in Berlin and work out an 

agreement with the Hitler government that would allow the Quakers to participate 

in Polish relief.

On October 11, the Morrises had received what they called “a pathetic plea” 
from a woman named Berliner, who informed them that a Reich agency charged 

with Jewish affairs was “in the process of making, at the request of the [Hitler] 
Government, a complete census of all Jews in Germany.” Berliner had told them that 
“it may soon be too late” to evacuate Jews from Germany and that the Jews would 
never have any security there. But the two Quakers did not let Berliner’s warning 

shake their belief that moral suasion would lead the Nazis to allow significant Jewish 
emigration (“Miss Berliner – Reich Vertratung den Juden fur Deutschland,” 1939; 
Morris & Morris, 1939).

The same day, the German government granted the Quakers in Berlin permission 

to feed the Poles, but informed them that the NSV would supervise their effort 

and have charge of distribution. Only Poles would be fed and otherwise assisted, 

not Jews. Edna Morris reported that Howard was “very much disturbed and even 
depressed” about this situation. The couple feared that “liberal groups in the USA 
will [...] say that we have sold out completely to the NSV.” Edna Morris agreed with 
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her husband that “this whole relief program [in Poland] at this time is probably a 
mistake, but we have been pushed into it by definite instructions from Philadelphia” 
(Morris & Morris, 1939).

On November 8, Homer Morris, still holding the Versailles Treaty largely 
responsible for the war’s onset, insisted that Britain assure the Hitler government 

that if a full-blown war broke out in Europe, “there would be no dismemberment 
of Germany” if Britain and France were victorious. Still failing to grasp the danger 
posed by Nazi Germany to the Jews and to civilization itself, Morris warned that if 
“people who were strongly anti-Nazi had to choose between Hitler and Versailles 
[...] they would probably choose Hitler” (Morris & Morris, 1939).

A German report on the annihilation of Jews in Ukraine for the month of October 
1941, which included the slaughter of 33,771 Jews at Babi Yar, outside Kiev, 
described the role of the NSV as stripping “gold, valuables, and clothing” from the 
murdered men, women, and children for shipment to Germany, with a portion to be 

distributed among Christian Ukrainians (Wistrich, 2001, pp. 92–93).

Conclusion

In August 1933, Clarence E. Pickett described the Quakers’ “delicate situation” as 
the need to retain “fair critical judgment” in assessing the situation in the Third 
Reich, while making sure “not to stir up bitter feeling against Germany” (Pickett, 
1933b). From early 1933, when the Nazis assumed power in Germany, until their 

conquest of Poland in late 1939, the Quakers focused on promoting reconciliation 

between the Western powers and Nazi Germany. The Quakers’ sanguine outlook 

and even-handed approach required that they ignore or find excuses for German 
militarism and Hitler’s expansionism.

Looking back on the 1930s, Harold Macmillan, an anti-appeasement Conservative 
member of the British Parliament during that time, and later Prime Minister, saw 
the first three years of Hitler’s rule as a critical period when Britain and France, 
acting together, could have applied sufficient armed force to prevent Germany 
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from achieving its expansionist goals. Instead, British governments focused on 

disarmament, which the Quakers applauded. As Macmillan pointed out, however, “it 
was not armaments” that brought about war, but the “determination of an aggressive 
Germany to use arms to force her will on Europe.” 

The Versailles Treaty was “no sooner framed than it came under powerful attack,” 
not only from the Germans but from the Quakers and other British appeasers. 

Macmillan noted that “Germany’s grievances [concerning the treaty] soon became 
the main instrument of Hitler’s success in undermining the confidence of his enemies 
abroad” (Macmillan, 1966, pp. 348–351). On March 21, 1939, after Hitler’s conquest 
of Czechoslovakia, Duff Cooper, a prominent British opponent of appeasement and 
former cabinet member, declared: “If Germany had been left stronger in 1919 she 
would the sooner have been in a position to do what she is doing today” (Cooper, 
1939). Lord Vansittart strongly defended the Treaty’s war guilt clause, which the 

Quakers abhorred, stating that “save for its presence, no German would ever have 
felt guilty of anything [...] Without this clause they would not even have realized 
that others thought them mainly culpable of bringing catastrophe to the planet.” To 
be sure, the stigma of war guilt was “the feeblest of brakes, but I was not prepared 
to scrap it when recidivism had its foot on the accelerator” (Vansittart, 1958, p. 507).

The Quakers, determined to bring about Anglo-German reconciliation, failed to 
grasp the intensity of Nazi antisemitism. They reassured themselves that the German 

masses did not share the views of the Nazi leadership. The Quakers ignored warnings 

from persons highly conversant with German affairs, both Jewish and non-Jewish, 

that Nazi Germany posed a unique danger to Jews. In March 1934, Robert Dell, a 
senior Manchester Guardian European affairs correspondent, drawing on his recent 

observations and contacts in Berlin, stated that the Germans were in “revolt against 
western civilization,” determined to “return to [...] the 10th century at [the] latest.” 
About that time, he described the treatment of German Jewry as more brutal than 
in the Middle Ages (Dell, 1934b; Norwood, 2021, p. 118). Jewish newspaper editor 
Alexander Brin, who spent several weeks in Nazi Germany in the fall of 1933, wrote 
that German Jews “were the victims of a cruelty unprecedented in the history of 
anti-Semitism.” He concluded that German Jewry was “doomed” (Norwood, 2021, 
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pp. 46–47). Veteran foreign correspondent Dorothy Thompson, a non-Jew, who had 
traveled to Germany to study conditions there several times both before and after 

Hitler’s rise to power, similarly predicted in 1933 that the Nazis “aimed at nothing 
short of German Jewry’s destruction” (Norwood, 2021, p. 44).

Although they expressed concern about Nazi persecution of Jews, the Quakers 
during the 1930s usually underestimated this persecution, and sometimes justified 
Nazi actions. By arguing that the views of the Hitler government were not those of 

the German people, they minimized the danger of Nazism to Jews and to civilization. 

In April 1937, the American Quakers turned their backs on German Jewry and 
“demanded a national defense policy limited to the defense of our soil from invasion,” 
a position also embraced at the time by such quasi-fascist groups as the Christian 
Front and the Mothers’ Clubs (“Militant Pacifism Voted by Quakers,” 1937). The 

Friend published an article favorable to the Nazi book burnings that accused Jews of 

being unable to understand the German “soul” and of undermining Germany’s moral 
fabric. At the Friends’ World Conference held at Quaker-affiliated Swarthmore and 
Haverford Colleges in September 1937, Dr. William I. Hull, professor of history 
and international relations at Swarthmore, maintained that “America should agree 
to concede to Germany, Italy, and Japan the right to develop the natural resources of 

undeveloped lands for the benefit of the backward people themselves” (“Removing 
a War Cause,” 1937).

Sometimes Quakers flatly denied what was obvious about the Nazis. In assessing 
the mistakes made by the British government in the 1930s, Harold Macmillan wrote 
that “nobody bothered to read Mein Kampf” (Macmillan, 1966, p. 347). In Mein 

Kampf, Hitler described Jewry as a pestilence and threat to world civilization. He 

also laid out his goals to destroy France and take control of Austria, Czechoslovakia, 
Poland, and Russia, where massive numbers of Germans would settle and dominate 

the non-German populations. As William L. Shirer emphasized, “the blueprint here 
was clear and precise.” There should have been no surprise, then, when “a bare few 
years later, [Hitler] set out to achieve these very ends” (Shirer, 1960, pp. 82, 84).

In 1937, however, Corder Catchpool, in a letter to the British pacifist newspaper 
Peace News, insisted that the Nazis with whom he had spoken had assured him that 
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the passages Western critics found objectionable in Mein Kampf were no longer valid. 

Catchpool maintained that to attribute to Hitler “designs for world-imperialism [...] 
goes contrary to the general internal evidence of national-socialist philosophy, which 

definitely repudiates such ambitions.” He was adamant that Hitler had repudiated the 
“anti-French clauses” in Mein Kampf (Catchpool, 1937).

The Quakers’ commitment to effecting a reconciliation with Nazis required 

that they accept the validity of many German claims, not only about the alleged 

unfairness of the Versailles Treaty but about Jews’ role in Germany, and drew them 

close to the appeasers. The Quakers feared the militancy of the largely Jewish-led 

anti-Nazi movement. In their view, expressions of hostility to the Hitler regime, 

such as mass rallies and street demonstrations with signs and speeches fiercely 
condemning Nazism, undermined the prospects for reconciliation. Moreover, the 
anti-Nazi movement did not share the Quakers’ faith in the League of Nations as 

an essential instrument to reduce tensions in Europe. The depth of the Quakers’ 

differences with the anti-Nazi movement was evident in their opposition to the 

boycott of German goods and services, which enjoyed extensive Jewish support in 

both the United States and Britain. In June 1934, after Henry J. Cadbury condemned 
the boycott in the strongest terms a Quaker could use, calling it “immoral” and 
“war,” a leading American Jewish newspaper, the Philadelphia Jewish Exponent, 

forcefully responded: 

One has to be extremely naïve to believe that an appeal to the German 

conscience will bring about a change of heart toward the Jews on the part of 

the Nazi leaders [...] The Jews have been [...] reduced to a state of helotism [...] 
Passive non-resistance will only result in the tragedy being forgotten (“Non-
Resistance and Good Will as a Policy,” 1934).
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