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1 

Introduction 
 
 

 In the mid-1960s, a nearly eighty-year-old woman sat at her desk, fingers 

clanking away on her well-worn typewriter. The ding of the machine indicated she made 

it to the end of the line. Checking the freshly stamped ink on the white page, the woman 

fixed a few grammatical errors. She silently read her opening line: “As the native-born 

child of Immigrant parents, growing up in St. Louis, I probably never thought of the term 

International nor how I would be concerned with it for the next sixty years of my life.” 

Most women of Cecilia Razovsky’s age would be living their golden years somewhere 

warm like Florida or surrounded by children and grandchildren baking cookies and 

knitting sweaters. She tried retiring for a couple of years in the late 1940s, living in a 

quaint cottage in Jackson, Mississippi, keeping house while her husband— Morris 

Davidson— worked as an ophthalmologist for the Veterans Administration.1 In a letter 

Razovsky wrote during this phase of her life, she remarked ‘“we are comfortable here, a 

cute little cottage. I am a busy housewife part of the day; and I must say it is an easy way 

of life if one can forget the world.”’2 But “forget the world” she could not and before 

long, she was back doing her life’s calling: aiding immigrants and refugees.  

 Sixty years after her journey as a social worker began, Razovsky took time to 

reflect on how she accomplished all that she had done up until that point, recalling, “how 

did I get into this picture [?]. I was always interested in the literature about immigrants, 

living among them in my youth, and the stories written in English about them were to me 

fascinating and all the authors, like Anzia Yezierska, were my heros and heoins 

 
1  Finding Aid, Paper of Cecilia Razovsky, Collection of the American Jewish Historical Society, 
New York, NY. https://archive.cjh.org/repositories/3/resources/20038, 12 and 13.  
2  Finding Aid, Razovsky Papers, 13. 
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[heroines].”3 Even after a sixty-year career aiding immigrants and Jewish refugees, 

Razovsky’s passion for her work continued to shine bright. Neither professional 

misfortune— such as losing her job in rescue work at the height of the Holocaust—nor a 

recent bout with ovarian cancer could keep Razovsky away from her chosen vocation.4 

Razovsky dedicated her life to aiding and saving one of the twentieth century’s most 

vulnerable populations, European Jews. From meeting newly arrived Eastern European 

immigrants disembarking at Ellis Island in the 1920s to organizing the rescue of over 

1,000 German Jewish children in the 1930s, and resettling Jews in South America in the 

1940s and 1950s, Razovsky left an indelible impact on thousands of individuals forced to 

leave their homelands because of their identity.   

  Despite the impact of Razovsky's career, scholarship on her life and career is 

remarkably thin. Bat-Ami Zucker’s Cecilia Razovsky and the American Jewish Women’s 

Rescue Operations in the Second World War, one of the few scholarly works on 

Razovsky, offers a relatively comprehensive study of Razovsky’s life and work leading 

up to and during World War II. Zucker provides a solid guide to the main events of 

Razovsky’s life and the major milestones of her career, noting Razovsky’s founding 

and/or involvement with groups like the German Jewish Children’s Aid, The National 

Coordinating Committee, and the National Refugee Service.5 Zucker’s book gives the 

reader an in-depth look into Razovsky’s work. However, Zucker fails to place 

Razovsky’s work within the larger historical context of rescue work. Instead, Zucker 

 
3  Cecilia Razovsky Reflections on her Career, mid 1960s, Biographical Sketches and Resumes, 
undated, 1945, 1947, 1955, 1964, 1967, Box: 1, Folder: 2. Papers of Cecilia Razovsky, P-290. American 
Jewish Historical Society, 77. 
4  Finding Aid, Razovsky Papers, 9 and 23. 
5 Bat-Ami Zucker, Cecilia Razovsky and the American Jewish Women’s Rescue Operations in the 
Second World War (London: Vallentine Mitchell, 2008). 
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focuses narrowly on the roles Razovsky played within these various relief groups. While 

a book which broadly outlines the efforts undertaken by Razovsky is important, there 

remains more for historians to investigate regarding Razovsky’s larger contributions to 

the field of rescue work.  This thesis builds on the foundation laid by Zucker to explore in 

depth Razovsky’s early efforts to draw American attention to the increasingly violent 

persecution of German Jews by Hitler and the National Socialist government. Besides 

Zucker’s book, Razovsky is largely a footnote in history, her contributions to immigrants 

and Jewish Refugees nearly forgotten. 

 To understand the significance of Razovsky’s work, her career must be 

contextualized with the broader historiography on American rescue operations of 

European Jews during the Holocaust. Scholarship from the late twentieth-century 

emphasizes the lack of coordinated response by both the United States and American 

Jewish aid groups in the lead up to World War II. Scholars from this time posit that a 

small handful of motivated individuals tried to save German Jews, but they were largely 

unsuccessful due to resistance from influential government officials and a widespread 

disinterest in the issue among most Americans. In a 1984 essay titled “The State 

Department, the Labor Department, and German Jewish Immigration, 1930–1940,”  

historians Alan M. Kraut, Richard Breitman, and Thomas W. Imhoof argue that the 

question of whether or not to help German Jewish refugees enter the United States in the 

years leading up to World War II remained a point of contention between proponents of 

German Jewish refugee resettlement in America in the Labor Department and large-scale 

opposition to such a plan  in the State Department. With support from Secretary of Labor 

Frances Perkins, prominent American Jews and American Jewish relief groups attempted 
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to push back against the restrictive immigration laws closely enforced by the State 

Department. The authors of the piece conclude that despite the small advancements 

Secretary Perkins and members of the American Jewish Relief community made in 

rescuing German Jews from Nazi persecution, such efforts were largely in vain as the 

State Department controlled the system which issued visas by 1940 and consequently 

tightened immigration regulations as thousands of European Jews faced eradication.6  

 In the essay “Boycott, Rescue, and Ransom: The Threefold Dilemma of American 

Jewry in 1938–1939,” author Moshe Gottlieb evaluates the response of American 

government officials— including President Franklin Roosevelt— and American Jewish 

organizations— like the American Joint Distribution Committee (JDC)— as they 

contemplated how to help the persecuted Jews of Germany and Austria.7 While 

acknowledging that groups like the JDC provided relief and rescue to German Jews as 

early as 1933, Gottlieb posits that government leaders like FDR and Secretary of State 

Cordell Hull did not make a coordinated effort to help European Jews until the Évian 

Conference of July 1938 and the creation of the American, British, and French 

Intergovernmental Committee formed to deal with the Jewish refugee crisis.8 But as 

Gottlieb points out, these efforts on the part of the American government were only for 

show, as FDR held the line on the German quota, allowing only 27,000  Germans to 

immigrate yearly to the United States. Gottlieb argues that American Jewish relief groups 

 
6  Alan M. Kraut, Richard Breitman, and Thomas W. Imhoof, “The State Department, the Labor 
Department, and German Jewish Immigration, 1930–1940,” in America, American Jews, and he Holocaust, 
ed. Jeffrey S. Gurock (New York: Routledge, 1998), 7%. 
7  Moshe Gottlieb, “Boycott, Rescue, and Ransom: The Threefold Dilemma of American Jewry in 
1938–1939,” in America, American Jews, and he Holocaust, ed. Jeffrey S. Gurock (New York: Routledge, 
1998), 33%. 
8  Gottlieb, “Boycott, Rescue, and Ransom,” 32%. 
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aided the plight of the German Jews just as little as the American government. Rather 

than the various groups coming together in such a dire time, these organizations suffered 

from inter-organization fighting. The author notes the disagreement among the American 

Jewish Aid Groups on whether or not they should support a boycott of a Nazi program 

which sold German Jew’s possessions in order to pay for their evacuation out of the 

Reich. The problem was even though the plan allowed for German Jews to immigrate out 

of Nazi controlled territory, all the proceeds went back to the Hitler regime.9 Ultimately, 

Gottlieb concludes that on the eve of World War II, both the American government and 

American Jewish relief groups did not do all in their power to rescue German and 

Austrian Jews.  

 Historians since the late twentieth century have been less critical toward relief 

efforts, emphasizing what groups did manage to accomplish. Michal Ostrovsky’s 2015 

article “‘Children knocking at our gates’: the activities of the German Jewish Children’s 

Aid, 1933–39” exemplifies this shift. Ostrovsky outlines the creation and duties of the 

German Jewish Children's Aid as a functioning relief group.10 Additionally, the author 

assesses the organization’s achievements in its first six years of operation.11 In contrast to 

Gottlieb’s argument regarding the operational fissures which existed between the major 

American Jewish aid groups in response to the rescue of European Jews, Ostrovsky 

maintains that many of these same groups put aside their differences to help save German 

Jewish Children.12 The author attributes the success of the GJCA in the years before the 

 
9  Gottlieb, “Boycott, Rescue, and Ransom,” 38%.  
10  Michal Ostrovsky, “‘Children knocking at our gates’: the activities of the German Jewish 
Children’s Aid, 1933–39,” Journal of Jewish Studies 66, no. 2 (2015). 
11  Ostrovsky, “‘Children knocking at our gates,’” 387. 
12  Ostrovsky, “‘Children knocking at our gates,”’ 388. 
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war began, to the coordinated efforts of the American Jewish community.13 Furthermore, 

Ostrovsky counters the accepted belief held by earlier historians that American Jewish 

organizations wielded limited political influence during the 1930s by highlighting the 

close relationship the GJCA kept with the United States government as a means of legally 

resettling German Jewish children in America.14 

 Rebecca Erbelding’s 2018 book Rescue Board: The Untold Story of America’s 

Efforts to Save the Jews of Europe follows in Ostrovsky’s footsteps, illuminating the 

rescue operation conducted by the American government through the War Refugee 

Board. Even though the War Refugee Board was created in January 1944– eleven years 

after the rise of Hitler and the reign of terror inflicted on European Jews started — 

Erbelding challenges the argument that the United States government did not formally 

attempt to rescue European Jews and bring them to America.15 Erbelding claims it took 

President Roosevelt two years to react to news of the mass extermination of European 

Jews because Americans believed the most effective way to end the atrocities was to 

defeat the Nazis on the battlefield.16 The author contends that the War Refugee Board 

worked closely with Jewish, Christian, and non-sectarian groups already involved in the 

rescue and relief work of European Jews to aid and save as many refugees as they could 

in the final seventeen months of the war.   

 Although Razovsky aided thousands of Jews escape Nazism, her story is largely 

unknown. In recent years, other players in Holocaust rescue work have taken center stage 

 
13  Ostrovsky, “‘Children knocking at our gates,”’ 390. 
14  Ostrovsky, “‘Children knocking at our gates,”’ 391. 
15  Rebecca Erbelding, Rescue Board: the Untold Story of America’s Efforts to Save the Jews of 
Europe (New York: Doubleday, 2018), 3%. 
16  Erbelding, Rescue Board, 7%. 
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in both academia and popular culture. Varian Fry, a covert operative who ventured into 

Nazi-held territories in the height of the Second World War to rescue prominent 

European Jews, has been the subject of books, television shows, and films. Fry’s daring 

extraction missions to save notable Jews such as artist Max Ernst, poet Walter Mehring, 

and about 2,000 others is conducive to thrilling plots and exciting entertainment for 

scholars and the public alike.17 Furthermore, Fry braved the treacheries of wartime 

Europe to engage in these rescue efforts.  

 Other than the similarity of saving Jews from Nazi oppression, the manner in 

which Razovsky went about her work could not have been more different from Fry. 

Razovsky’s most impressive efforts occurred between 1933 and 1935, long before World 

War II or the Holocaust was envisioned. Then, there was the matter of Razovsky aiding 

the more everyday German Jew rather than these internationally famous writers, artists, 

and musicians. In addition, much of Razovsky’s rescue work was administrative in nature 

and consequently not nearly as flashy as Fry’s on-the-ground extraction missions. 

Likewise, there is a gendered element in this recognition discrepancy as a result of the 

different work the two performed. Where Fry played the masculine-coded role of dashing 

rescuer, Razovsky portrayed the female-coded role of hardworking facilitator or assistant 

toiling away in the shadows. Lastly, there is the difference of the two’s religions. As Fry 

was not Jewish, his efforts to save European Jews heightens his hero status in some 

respects as he risked his life for the lives of those he had no connection to. Yet, despite 

being Jewish, Razovsky risked her life in traveling to Germany in 1935 to try to get Jews 

 
17  “Varian Fry,” encyclopedia.ushmm.org, The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 
accessed April 26, 2023, https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/varian-fry. 
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to safety. As a result, it appears that Razovsky’s Jewish identity may have, ironically, 

contributed to the underappreciation of her work as she was seen as helping “her people.” 

 The work done by Razovsky to raise awareness about the plight of European Jews 

and to organize rescue and resettlement efforts from the very beginning of Nazi 

supremacy in Germany confirms Ostrovsky’s and Erbelding’s views. Ostrovsky’s and 

Erbelding’s arguments push back against the notion that Americans did not heed the 

plight of German Jews until it was too late. A few– many of them Jewish themselves – 

did, and Razovsky was among them. In June of 1933– just six months after Hitler 

ascended to the seat of Chancellor in the German Reichstag— Razovsky embarked on a 

campaign to spread the word regarding the state-sanctioned persecution experienced by 

Jews in Germany. Less than a year later, Razovsky commenced efforts to aid the 

emigration of German Jews and resettle them in places like the United States and South 

America. But why is Razovsky’s story remarkable? Would not any humanitarian-oriented 

person aid in the rescue of German Jews? In short, no. In fact, very few individuals and 

organizations took note of the plight of German Jews before the passage of the 

Nuremberg Laws in September 1935 (the event that historians agree began the official 

governmental campaign to restrict the rights of German Jews). Unfortunately, those like 

Razovsky who acknowledged and interceded on behalf of German Jews were few and far 

between. Like the work done by Ostrovsky and Erbelding, this thesis will add another 

historical figure to the scholarship about those who acted upon the Nazi threat as early as 

June 1933 and made substantial inroads in rescuing and providing relief to German 

Jewish refugees. Cecilia Razovsky’s deep roots as a member of an immigrant Jewish 

community, in social work, and immigration advocacy provided her with the necessary 
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background, tools, and connections to sound the alarm bells and take action in rescuing 

German Jews from Nazi persecution.   



 

10 

Chapter One: Early Years and Background 
 
 

 With her background as a member of an immigrant family, Razovsky’s choice to 

embark on a career in social work fit the patterns of the day, in which a myriad of 

immigrants, children of immigrants, or grandchildren of immigrants found their life’s 

calling in social work.18 Born on May 4, 1886, in St. Louis, Missouri, to Jewish 

immigrant parents Minna and Jonas Razovsky, Cecilia grew up in a poor, yet culturally 

rich immigrant community. Razovsky recalled that she “lived with foreigners (Jewish and 

Italian Immigrants) all my life.”19 Although she came from a humble background, 

Razovsky viewed her upbringing as an asset to her later career, using her background as a 

point of experience on resumes. 

 Like many other second-generation Americans at the turn of the twentieth 

century, Razovsky started working at twelve to supplement her family’s meager salary. 

Unlike other children, Razovsky continued attending school, working various odd jobs 

after her classes, ranging from salesgirl to sewing buttons on overalls.20 When she turned 

eighteen in 1904, Razovsky started her career working with the Jewish Educational 

Alliance in St. Louis.21 Beginning as a volunteer and later moving to a paid instructor 

position, Razovsky taught English, history, Hebrew, and biblical literature four nights a 

 
18  Daniel Walkowitz, Working with Class: Social Workers and the Politics of  
Middle-Class Identity (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1999), 62. 
19  Letter from Cecilia Razovsky to Miss Winklert, May 23, 1919, Early Years, undated, 1913, 1918-
1919, 1923-1932, Box: 1, Folder: 1. Papers of Cecilia Razovsky, P-290. American Jewish Historical 
Society, 1. 
20  Finding Aid, Paper of Cecilia Razovsky, Collection of the American Jewish Historical Society, 
New York, NY. https://archive.cjh.org/repositories/3/resources/20038, 3. 
21  Education and Work Experience of Cecilia Razovsky from 1900 through the 1920s, date 
unknown, Biographical Sketches and Resumes, undated, 1945, 1947, 1955, 1964, 1967, Box: 1, Folder: 2. 
Papers of Cecilia Razovsky, P-290. American Jewish Historical Society, 1 and 2. 
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week to newly arrived immigrants and children.22 Razovsky cared deeply about her role 

as an educator. In 1909, she began working as a teacher of English and Citizenship to 

immigrants at the St. Louis Public Evening Schools three nights a week, all the while 

continuing her position with the Jewish Educational Alliance and working a day job. 23 

 Razovsky officially commenced her role as a social worker in 1911 when the St. 

Louis Board of Education appointed her a civil service Attendance Officer.24 In this 

position, Razovsky helped implement newly instituted Child Labor Laws.25  Some of her 

duties included organizing employment certificates for St. Louis youth, running the office 

in the Chief Attendance Officer’s absence, and cooperating with all other local agencies 

affiliated with the employment of children. While her role consisted of this more 

mundane administrative work, Razovsky also performed social work-oriented tasks such 

as conducting fieldwork of delinquent girls, many of whom were on probation for 

breaking the law.26 Furthermore, Razovsky administered a survey of the state of the street 

trade in St. Louis, observing children under the age of fourteen as they took part in selling 

commodities like magazines and newspapers. After working on the street trade project 

five evenings a week over the course of two years, Razovsky wrote a report of her 

findings intended to be used by local legislators to adjust the laws surrounding youth 

participating in the street trade.27  

 
22  Finding Aid, Razovsky Papers, 3. 
23  Education and Work Experience of Cecilia Razovsky, 2. 
24  Education and Work Experience of Cecilia Razovsky, 2. 
25  Finding Aid, Razovsky Papers, 3. 
26  Education and Work Experience of Cecilia Razovsky, 2. 
27  Cecilia Razovsky Davidson Biographical Notes, 1964, Biographical Sketches and Resumes, 
undated, 1945, 1947, 1955, 1964, 1967, Box: 1, Folder: 2. Papers of Cecilia Razovsky, P-290. American 
Jewish Historical Society, 75. 
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 Razovsky’s intense work schedule did not prevent the continuation of her 

education. In fact, the field of social work progressed towards a more scientifically 

minded model of operation in the early twentieth century. In this context, Razovsky had 

to obtain a university degree in order to know and implement the best and latest practices 

of social work.28  Understanding the value of an education to the success in a career as a 

social worker,  Razovsky began taking university classes in social work at the Missouri 

School of Social Economy and later the Washington University in St. Louis.29 In 1917, 

Razovsky graduated from the Chicago School of Civics and Philanthropy with a degree 

in social work.30 Razovsky’s education expanded beyond the four walls of a traditional 

classroom. Growing up in an immigrant community taught her the importance of 

speaking various languages. Consequently, she spoke fluent English, German, Yiddish, 

and some Spanish and Italian. Additionally, she read several other languages such as 

French and Romanian. 31  

 In 1917, Razovsky ceased working as an Attendance Officer and an educator to 

take a job as an inspector in Washington, DC with the Child Labor Division of the 

Children's Bureau, under the leadership of renowned social worker Grace Abbott.32 In 

this role, Razovsky drew upon her experiences and skills developed over the previous six 

years with the St. Louis Board of Education, most notably, that of surveying and 

reporting on child laborers. One of her first assignments as an inspector was to conduct “a 

 
28  Jennifer Cote, “The West Point of the Philanthropic Service: Reconsidering Social Work’s 
Welcome to Women in the Early Twentieth Century,” Social Service Review 87, no. 1 (2013): 132. 
29  Biographical Sketch of Cecilia Razovsky, date unknown, 1. 
30  Bat-Ami Zucker, Cecilia Razovsky and the American Jewish Women’s Rescue Operations in the 
Second World War (London: Vallentine Mitchell, 2008), 2. 
31  Letter from Cecilia Razovsky to Miss Winklert, May 23, 1919, 1. 
32  Cecilia Razovsky Davidson Biographical Sketch, date unknown, Biographical Sketches and 
Resumes, undated, 1945, 1947, 1955, 1964, 1967, Box: 1, Folder: 2. Papers of Cecilia Razovsky, P-290. 
American Jewish Historical Society, 80. 
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study of the administration of the State Child Labor Law of Alabama, for the purpose of 

ascertaining whether the law was well enforced, or whether it was necessary to designate 

federal officers to enforce the federal child labor law” as Razovsky put it in a 

biographical sketch from 1964. She described her duties in this position as involving “a 

thorough study of the method of issuing employment certificates in at least twenty 

important industrial centers in Alabama; inspection of fifty or more cotton mills and other 

establishments, cooperating with the state  authorities educational and other interested 

persons and organizations.”33 Such work required Razovsky to not only be organized 

while performing an investigation with numerous moving parts, but also negotiate the 

wellbeing of the child employees amongst both Alabama state officials and factory 

managers and owners who no doubt did not want a federal investigator looking into their 

business practices.  

 Another notable report Razovsky wrote while serving as an inspector came in the 

wake of World War I. Although the United States joined the side of the Allies relatively 

late in the war (April of 1917), the nation mobilized quickly, calling upon all abled–

bodied Americans to help in the production of war stuffs. It was suspected that children 

filled many of these newly created roles within the defense industry. The Child Labor 

Division tasked Razovsky with carrying out a study that assessed the relationship which 

the Great War had on child labor and school attendance of American children. In order to 

obtain a comprehensive look at the relationship, Razovsky traveled to fifteen cities across 

the United States. On these field trips, Razovsky interviewed a myriad of people, ranging 

from local social workers, parents, school officials, employers, trade union officials, and 

 
33  Cecilia Razovsky Davidson Biographical Notes, 1964, 75.  
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factory inspectors. Following the conclusion of her field work and the collection of the 

raw data, Razovsky oversaw the project to create statistical tables as well as wrote the 

report, both of which explained  the study’s findings.34 As was the case for Washington, 

DC, Razovsky found a correlation between an uptick in the employment of children and 

instances where those employed children could not read a basic sentence.35 Although 

Razovsky completed important and necessary work ensuring that employers followed 

child labor laws and writing reports recommending adjustments to these child welfare 

initiatives, the Supreme Court found these child labor laws unconstitutional.36 With the 

child labor laws now off the books, funding for Razovsky’s work vanished and she lost 

her job with the Children’s Bureau  in 1920.37  

 After losing her job with the Children’s Bureau, Razovsky turned to the plight of 

Jewish immigrants. The United States served as a haven for Eastern European Jews 

fleeing antisemitism. Between 1880 and 1945, more than five-million Eastern European 

Jews started a new life in the United States, most of which came before the 1924 

immigration act which severely limited immigration to the United States.38 One reason 

for the massive increase in Jewish immigration was the better economic opportunities 

afforded to people of a Jewish background.39  Just as significant as a determination factor 

for these individuals to move to America was the religious persecution they faced under 

 
34  Cecilia Razovsky Davidson Biographical Notes, 1964, 76.  
35   Report of the Administration of  the Child  Labor Law Of the District of Columbia by Cecilia 
Razovsky, May 31, 1919, Early Years, undated, 1913, 1918-1919, 1923-1932, Box: 1, Folder: 1. Papers of 
Cecilia Razovsky, P-290. American Jewish Historical Society, 26. 
36  Cecilia Razovsky Davidson Biographical Notes, 1964, 77. 
37  Cecilia Razovsky Davidson Biographical Notes, 1964, 77.  
38  Silviu Costachie, “The Immigration to the United States of Jews from the Russian Empire,” 
Geopolitics, History, and International Relations 3, no. 2 (2011), 250. 
39  Costachie, “The Immigration to the United States of Jews from the Russian Empire,” 249.  
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their home government.40 These violent and often deadly attacks on Jewish 

communities— primarily in the Russian Empire— prompted a mass exodus of Jews to 

pick up their lives and move to places like the United States. There, they could practice 

their religion with a higher degree of safety.41  

 Despite the Bill of Rights promise of freedom of religion, the United States also 

exhibited forms of antisemitism (although not nearly as destructive as the Pogroms seen 

in the Russian Empire.)  The economic prosperity enjoyed by a limited number of Jews 

quickly became overshadowed in the second half of the nineteenth-century with the swell 

of Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe. Referred to as “polite antisemitism,” white 

Christian Americans othered native born American and immigrant Jews through the use 

of hateful stereotypes in speech and print, discriminatory hiring practices, and the refusal 

of Jews to enter some public spaces like schools and hotels.42 Antisemitism in the United 

States may not have been as pervasive or even violent as the segregation experienced by  

African Americans, but the discrimination endured by Jews in America served as a 

reminder that they were second-class citizens. It should not be surprising then that most 

of America refused to listen and take action when the lives of millions of European Jews 

faced eradication under Hitler.  

 Following the loss of her job in 1920, Razovsky chose to go back to her roots and 

work with immigrants. In 1920, she accepted the role of Executive Secretary for the 

 
40  Costachie, “The Immigration to the United States of Jews from the Russian Empire,” 252. 
41  Jonathan Dekel-Chen, David Gaunt, Natan M. Meir, and Israel Bartal, Anti-Jewish Violence: 
Rethinking the Pogrom in East European History (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2011), 1.  
42  Victoria Saker Woeste, Henry Ford’s War on Jews and the Legal Battle Against Hate Speech 
(Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2012), 3. 
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National Council of Jewish Women’s (NCJW) Department of Immigrant Aid.43  In this 

role, Razovsky traveled extensively throughout the United States, visiting local sections 

of the NCJW. On these trips, Razovsky worked hand in hand with the leadership of the 

local NCJW sections to set up classes for new immigrants on English and citizenship. 

Additionally, Razovsky aided in the creation of the NCJW’s Bureau of International Case 

Work, the goal of which was to reunite relatives left in Europe with family that already 

immigrated to the United States.44   

 Throughout the 1920s, Razovsky continuously exercised and expanded her 

political activities. She joined the field of political authors with the publication of her first 

book, What Every Immigrant Should Know, in 1922, followed by her second work, What 

Every Woman Should Know about Citizenship, in 1926. Specifically, with her second 

book, Razovsky aimed to educate women on the 1922 Cable Act, which made it so that 

women had to apply for citizenship and would no longer automatically be made 

American citizens if their husbands did. This new law posed a problem for immigrant 

women as they could now face deportation, desertion, and denial of pensions.45  

Razovsky’s peers recognized her expertise in the field of immigrant aid, resulting in her 

ten year tenure as the editor for the NCJW’s monthly magazine, The Immigrant, which 

devoted its pages to essays by leading scholars and practitioners of immigration and 

 
43  Finding Aid, Razovsky Papers, 4. And Statement of Experience and Training of Cecilia Razovsky, 
date unknown, Biographical Sketches and Resumes, undated, 1945, 1947, 1955, 1964, 1967, series: 1, 
folder: 2, Papers of Cecilia Razovsky, P-290. American Jewish Historical Society, 8. 
44  Cecilia Razovsky Davidson (Biographical Notes), date unknown, Biographical Sketches and 
Resumes, undated, 1945, 1947, 1955, 1964, 1967, Box: 1, Folder: 2. Papers of Cecilia Razovsky, P-290. 
American Jewish Historical Society, 53. 
45  Finding Aid, Razovsky Papers, 4. 
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naturalization.46 Moreover, Razovsky wrote and published plays intended to be 

performed and watched by immigrants as a means to educate on topics such as 

naturalization and the process of immigrating to the United States.47 

 In 1932, the NCJW promoted and expanded Razovsky’s role and responsibilities 

when they made her the Associate Director of the Department of Immigrant Aid. In one 

of her many capacities, she was responsible for all immigration through Ellis Island and 

other entry points for immigration for the NCJW.48 This meant she oversaw five social 

workers and twenty clerical staff. She welcomed newly arrived immigrants at major 

points of immigration (both land and sea), worked with immigration officers in New 

York and Washington, DC, and represented and advocated for immigrants in front of 

Special Boards of Inquiry and the Board of Immigration Appeals.49   

 Razovsky’s work aiding those immigrating to the United States became much 

more complicated after the passage of the 1924 Johnson-Reed Immigration Act.  Under 

this law, the United States government permitted only two percent of a specific 

nationality’s population living in America in 1890 to immigrate to the United States.50 

The Johnson-Reed Act emerged from what historian Erika Lee has described as the belief 

that “many of these immigrants from the farther-flung corners of Europe were also 

 
46  Biography of Cecilia Razovsky (Mrs. Morris Davidson), date unknown, Biographical Sketches 
and Resumes, undated, 1945, 1947, 1955, 1964, 1967, series: 1, folder: 2, Papers of Cecilia Razovsky, P-
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47  “At Ellis Island: a Play in Two Scenes” by Cecilia Razovsky, 1922, Published Works About 
Immigration., 1920, 1922, 1926, Box: 1, Folder: 6. Papers of Cecilia Razovsky, P-290. American Jewish 
Historical Society, 5. 
48  Statement of Experience and Training of Cecilia Razovsky, date unknown, 8.  
49  Biographical Sketch of Cecilia Razovsky from 1922 to 1944, date unknown, Biographical 
Sketches and Resumes, undated, 1945, 1947, 1955, 1964, 1967, series: 1, folder: 2, Papers of Cecilia 
Razovsky, P-290. American Jewish Historical Society,15. 
50  “Immigration to the United States,” encyclopedia.ushmm.org, The United States Holocaust 
Memorial Museum, accessed February 6, 2023, 
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Catholic or Jewish, poor, and engaged in what was considered politically radical causes 

such as labor activism, socialism, and anarchism. All of this—perceived racial inferiority, 

religion, poverty, and radicalization—swirled in a potent brew to fuel a powerful 

xenophobia.”51  The new quota system impacted individuals of eastern and Southern 

European nationalities, groups that previously received most of Razovsky’s and the 

Department of Immigrant Aid’s time and resources. Razovsky’s work adjusted to fit the 

new political climate. She wrote memoranda which broke down and explained how the 

new immigration laws impacted immigrants already in the United States and their 

families still abroad, as well as those still trying to immigrate.52  

 Despite the xenophobic and antisemitic atmosphere which stood in the way of 

Razovsky’s work with immigrants, she continued to push on and helped those who 

managed to gain legal entrance into the United States. For instance, Razovsky promoted 

the enduring efforts of her group, writing “trained social workers are present at the 

Immigration Station, all day long, and the variety of services they render testify to the 

importance of the work achieved by them.” She continued with “Jewish women and 

children from every steamer landing at the main port of entrance in the United States are 

met by our workers who welcome them to our shores.” These social workers “explain to 

them the often apparently inexplicable rulings and regulations of the immigration laws; 

sympathize with the many difficulties that arise in the Detention Rooms; distribute 

information to inquiring relatives and friends, acting as a medium between them and their 
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detained relatives.”  Razovsky concluded that social workers “in short, render them those 

social services so necessary and vital to immigrants landing in a strange country, ill 

prepared to meet the unforeseen conditions that confront them upon their arrival.”53 

Razovsky and the women of the NCJW reacted to the passage of new laws by 

incorporating information about the complicated American immigration system by the 

groups trained social workers. The NCJW’s and Razovsky’s ability to exercise flexibility 

in such a turbulent time in immigration history served as a test for the worsening 

immigration crisis of the next twenty years.  

 As Razovsky gained more responsibilities with the NCJW, her duties expanded to 

include advocating on behalf of prospective immigrants hoping to start a new life in 

America. She traveled to conferences and spoke on behalf of the organization, visited 

European refugees who were the victims of the stricter American immigration quotas, 

and even served on committees that helped create American legislation on the brewing 

European Jewish refugee crisis as fascist regimes began taking hold of places like 

Germany. Razovsky served in various chair positions for several American social work 

organizations, such as the National Conference for Social Work.54. Additionally, one of 

the top professionals on the topic of American immigration, Jane Addams, appointed 

Razovsky to represent  Addams’ organization — Hull House—  at the International 

Migration Conference of the League of Nations in Switzerland.55 In this spokesperson 

role, Razovsky’s knowledge  and experience with American Immigration was so  great 
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that she was viewed by acclaimed social worker Jane Addams as the best fit to speak on 

her expertise in front of an international audience of her peers.  

 From January 1933 to September 1935, the plight of the German Jew remained a 

topic of little importance to most in the rescue operation community. Despite the 

discriminatory actions practiced by the Nazi Party in the twenty-one-month time span, 

few could predict the degree to which the Jews of Europe would suffer over the course of 

the subsequent decade. As historian Lucy Dawidowicz explains in her book, The War 

Against the Jews, the Nuremberg laws “set the Jews apart from the Germans legally, 

politically, and socially. Henceforth, they would be outside the protection of the state. 

Eventually, they would be completely at the mercy of the secret police, without access to 

law or courts.”56Under the first part of the regulation— known as the Reich Citizenship 

Law— the Nazis stripped Jews of their rights as German citizens because Jews were 

considered not to be racially Aryan. The other part, known as the Law for the Protection 

of German Blood and German Honor forbade Jews and Aryans from intermarrying or 

having sex as a means to prevent the Miscegenation and subsequent defilement of the 

ethnically German population. Furthermore, the Nuremberg Laws widened the definition 

of what the Nazis considered as Jewish by classifying someone with three or four 

grandparents who practiced Judaism as a Jew.57 These laws forced on the German Jewish 

population served as the beginning for the Hitler government to continuously strip 

German Jews of any rights or protections under the law.    

 
56  Lucy S. Dawidowicz, The War Against the Jews, 1933-1945 (New York: Holt, Rinehart and 
Winston, 1975), 19%. 
57  “The Nuremberg Laws,” encyclopedia.ushmm.org, The United States Holocaust Memorial 
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 Razovsky recognized the urgency of the plight facing German Jews long before 

the passage of the 1935 Nuremberg Laws. As early as June 1933, Razovsky 

acknowledged the persecution experienced by German Jews. By September, she started a 

concerted effort to rescue and provide relief to this oppressed group. When others in the 

relief community started to take note of the German government’s treatment of Jews, 

Razovsky resettled some one-hundred German Jewish children in the United States. Her 

experience as an advocate for children, immigrants, and her professional social work 

skills not only allowed her to see the growing crisis but gave her the tools to try to 

address it. 

At a time when other female social workers struggled to make it to supervisory 

positions or even be paid a livable wage, Razovsky’s career progression was nothing 

short of remarkable.58 She leveraged her experience as a member of an immigrant family 

and played within the pigeonhole roles of women being the “natural” caregiver as a 

means of making a name for herself within the limited career opportunities afforded to 

women in the 1910s and 1920s.59 Razovsky utilized what resources and skills she 

developed over the years to drive tangible change in the lives of immigrants.   
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Chapter Two: Cuba and South America: 1924 to 1932 
 
 

 On a bright June day in 1933, a group of social workers attending the National 

Conference of Social Work in Detroit wrote up a resolution. On an annual basis since 

1874, social workers had converged on a different American city to discuss the progress 

and setbacks in their field as well as the best practices for the future.60 The excruciatingly 

hot day matched the mood of those drafting the resolution.61 In fiery language, the 

document denounced “the revelation of persecution, oppression and degradation 

practiced against Jews in Germany.” Since the rise of Hitler and the Nazi party to seats of 

power in the Reich six months earlier, social workers took stock of the situation in the 

Central European nation, and they raised their “voices just as vigorously against all forms 

and types  of persecution, whether against Jews, Liberals, or radicals, whether against  

Intellectuals or manual workers, professors, artists, literary men, scientists, professional 

persons and all others who seek peacefully to realize their inalienable rights to ‘life, 

liberty and the pursuit of happiness.’62 The social workers condemned what they 

witnessed abroad in no uncertain terms. They called for the President and Congress of the 

United States “to recall to Germany the pledges that she made at the Peace Conference in 

1919.” The signatories asserted “American public opinion is shocked and horrified 

beyond words at the intolerance, barbarism, and brutality practiced by those now in 
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power in the German Government against unarmed, innocent, and defenseless individuals 

and groups.”63  Despite the anger which radiated off the page, few in the government or 

in relief organizations took action to help those suffering at the hands of the German 

government until it was too late.   

 Cecilia Razovsky attended the 1933 conference and gave a presentation on the 

work of the National Council on Naturalization and Citizenship.64  She likely participated 

in the drafting of the resolution as a copy of the document is found in her personal papers 

at the Center for Jewish History. Razovsky’s actions between 1933 and 1935 made clear 

that words of condemnation were not enough to move the U.S. government to act on 

behalf of persecuted Jews in Europe. Unlike many of those who drafted the resolution 

and who were the intended audience of the statement, Razovsky immediately jumped into 

action, utilizing the resources at her immediate disposal and developing new plans all in 

an effort to aid and rescue German Jews. But how did Razovsky see the writing on the 

wall long before most in the American Relief community? Razovsky’s experience 

resettling European Jews in other Western hemisphere countries and her continuous work 

with Jewish immigrants as a leader of the NCJW provided her with the framework, 

resources, and connections to create effective change for those fleeing Nazi persecution.  

 Notwithstanding the limits set on immigration to the United States following the 

1924 Johnson-Reed Act, hundreds of thousands of European Jews intended to leave their 

homes for a better life in a new land. As America was not an option for those who 

originated in Eastern and Southern Europe whose quotas were made strategically small, 

immigrant advocates had to find new nations to accept those trying to immigrate. For 

 
63  Resolution Adopted at the Mass Meeting Held by Social Workers, June 16, 1933, 3.  
64  National Conference on Social Work Bulletin 1933 4: no. 36 (1933), 10.  



 

24 

Razovsky, that meant trying to settle Jewish immigrants in Latin and South American 

countries. American immigrant advocates started in earnest on the resettlement of Jews to 

other nations in 1924.65  

 The small island nation of Cuba was one of the first places these advocates started 

resettling European Jews due to the existence of a small but established Jewish 

community there. After the United States helped to liberate the Caribbean nation from 

Spanish colonialism in 1902, a group of American businessmen moved to the fledgling 

nation to build up Cuba’s export of sugar. Of the American entrepreneurs sent to Cuba, a 

collective of about one hundred American Jewish families made their new homes on the 

island. Committed to maintaining the standard of living they left behind, these 

transplanted American Jews set up Jewish-oriented communal organizations such as the 

Ezra Society along with religious institutions such as the United Hebrew Congregation as 

a means of replicating the lives and communities they left behind.66  

 The existing infrastructure of Jewish life in Cuba coupled with its proximity to 

America, led immigrant advocates to view Cuba as a logical alternative for immigrating 

European Jews. In 1925, the NCJW sent Razovsky and her co-worker, Vera Shimberg, to 

assess the conditions of the Jewish community in Cuba and the growing number of 

European Jewish refugees making their way to the island.67 Razovsky described the 
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circumstances in Cuba as a “ tragic condition of emigrant Jews.”68 Although Cuba had a 

Jewish community (larger and better established than other Latin and South American 

nations), Razovsky believed they were not ready to absorb the thousands of refugees 

which the United States would no longer admit for immigration.  

 Upon returning to the United States several months later, Razovsky and Shimberg 

wrote a report on their trip to Cuba. Quickly after the submission of their report to the 

NCJW, the organization— along with other relief groups— acted  to provide greater 

stability to the Jewish refugees in Cuba.69 The Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS) 

and the JDC worked closely with the NCJW to create and run the Jewish Committee for 

Cuba, in which Razovsky served as Secretary.70 One of the group’s first tasks involved 

setting up a community center in Cuba to provide a centralized location to dispense relief 

to “the thousands of refugees who came to Cuba when the U.S. Immigration Law of 1924 

went into effect.” As Razovsky put it, “the goal of the group was to plan a program of 

relief and reconstruction for the refugees in Cuba.”71 The establishment of the Jewish 

Community Center was just the beginning of Razovsky’s work in Cuba. 

 Over the subsequent years, Razovsky periodically traveled to Cuba to check on 

the conditions of the refugee population as well as provide the committee with 

suggestions on ways to improve the immigrants’ quality of life.72 Razovsky’s continuous 
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studies on the situation and advocacy on behalf of the refugees set in motion significant 

change. For ten years, Razovsky served at the helm of the committee, instituting 

programs such as a loan fund, children’s nursery, parochial school, adult classes, 

Employment Bureau, a clinic, and a reading room.73 The establishment of these social 

welfare initiatives suggests that Razovsky prioritized providing Jewish refugees with 

services that would help give them careers and livelihoods rather than relief which would 

just aid them in getting by.  

 The predicament of single women and girls continued to be an important cause 

for Razovsky as she conducted relief work in Cuba.  In the NCJW’s 1925 report, 

Razovsky spent time describing the conditions of female adult and youth refugees on the 

island. Razovsky recounted issues with housing, writing “the company usually consists of 

two or three women, four or five men, and a few children.” Furthermore, she expressed 

concern for “unaccompanied girls in Havana occupy the same room with young men who 

were their ship companions, claiming that they are thus better protected.” Razovsky 

warned “the housing situation is indeed very acute, the promiscuous mingling of the 

sexes being most dangerous.”74 Concerned for the wellbeing of these women and girls, 

Razovsky worked with the NCJW “to subsidize the temporary shelter for Jewish girls in 

the sum of $1,800 for the coming fiscal year [1930].”75 With these funds in hand, a 

shelter was set up for unaccompanied girls.  Once the home opened, Razovsky noted of 

the shelter “we feel certain the girls have a clean home, are taken care of by a motherly 
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person and that if the full amount allocated is not spent for the Home, it is being utilized 

by the Centro-Israelita de Cube for their relief work.”76 Razovsky understood how 

vulnerable women and girl immigrants could be. Her work in funding and helping to 

establish a shelter for this group underscored her commitment to not only provide aid for 

Jewish refugees but also protect them.   

 Similarly, to her efforts to protect women and girls, Razovsky went beyond 

setting up the infrastructure to provide relief and the basis for a new life for the Jewish 

refugees, by showing a continuous level of concern for the wellbeing of those she aided.  

In between her trips to Cuba, Razovsky returned home to New York City. Despite the 

thousands of miles that physically separated her from Cuba, Razovsky kept tabs on 

special refugee cases. In a letter from 1932, Razovsky provided David M. Bressler, of the 

Allied Jewish Campaign, an update on how “the Centro Israelita in Havana has been able 

recently to secure the release of seven Jewish young men who were arrested and who 

were in danger of deportation because they were accused of political activities.” The case 

of these young men brought up a new issue which Razovsky saw as a hole in the relief 

work that she and the Jewish Committee for Cuba provided for the refugees. She 

proposed the “advisability of having in a community like Cuba a Center which is 

recognized, by the government and which, because of its activity and its organization, is 

able to be of service to the entire Jewish community in times of trouble.”77 Not one to sit 

idle when she found a problem, Razovsky wrote to influential people in her community 

to find solutions.  
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 Other relief groups praised Razovsky’s efforts in Cuba. In June of 1932, HIAS 

sent a commission of its members to the island nation to determine how their 

organization would better assist the Jewish refugees. Pleased with what they saw, a HIAS 

representative proclaimed “the work of the commission was greatly simplified by the 

preliminary activities of Miss Razovsky and Mrs. Shimberg.” The author of the document 

commended the efforts of Razovsky and the NCJW by writing “I feel that the work of 

Miss Razovsky and Mrs. Shimberg was invaluable and that it would have taken us weeks 

to have made our arrangements had Miss Razovsky not been present on this second 

visit.” As a result of her extensive time and work spent aiding the Jewish Refugees in 

Cuba, the HIAS commission trip “was shortened because of the splendid preparatory 

work done by these two workers.” Furthermore, Razovsky was able to accomplish 

significant achievements for the community because of “the great friendship evinced by 

the leading Jewish men and women toward Miss Razovsky on her second visit.”78 The 

approval and respect Razovsky received from peers and refugees alike indicate that 

Razovsky performed strongly and efficiently in her role as secretary. Her assessment, 

suggestions, and actions of the refugee community were so comprehensive that the HIAS 

commission in Cuba felt they could follow Razovsky’s lead rather than create their own 

relief program.  

 As more Jewish refugees attempted to leave their homelands in Europe, Razovsky 

endeavored to find new resettlement locations. In the capacity of Executive Director of 

the Department of Immigrant Aid, Razovsky conducted a survey in which she assessed 

the suitability of Latin and South American countries to take in Jewish Refugees. 
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Believing in the power of education to stop hate, Razovsky explained “why not use 

preventive measures to combat anti-Semitism throughout the world? News dispatches— 

rumors from various sources— conveying information re-garding new immigration 

policies adopted by Latin American countries indicate a tendency toward the restriction 

of Jewish immigration. Why? Is Latin America being overrun by Jewish immigrants?” 

Through her examination of countries like Chili, Bolivia, Peru, and Columbia, Razovsky 

found small Jewish populations living in each nation (between 500 and 1,000 families 

each). She determined “these Western Republics of South America, in area, rich in 

resources and but sparsely populated, offer ample room for immigration in general, and 

for Jewish immigration in particular.” Despite the ability for these places to take in 

Jewish refugees, the nations could only handle those who would work in agriculture and 

industry. They could not absorb those who made their living in commercial sectors of the 

economy. Fearing the result of the entrance of too many refugees whose occupations sat 

in this commercial category, Razovsky warned that this population “is often forced to 

resort to unsavory occupations, and thus brings about a widespread prejudice against 

Jewish immigration.” To prevent these nations from enacting restrictive legislation 

against the entrance of Jewish refugees, Razovsky argued for the avoidance of those Jews 

who would take part in these “unsavory occupations” to allow for greater Jewish 

immigration to such lands.79  

 Razovsky encouraged the use of publicity campaigns on behalf of Jewish people 

and Jewish life in these South American countries to prevent the rise of antisemitism. 
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Believing in the power of education, Razovsky advised “publicity is the answer. Before 

immigration of Jews to these South American republics begins to assume large 

proportions, the ground must be prepared for the proper understanding and this 

appreciation by the natives of the Jews, and of their cultural contributions, past and 

present.” Through newspapers, magazines, and radio broadcasts on “the history and high 

cultural status of the Jews throughout the civilized world,” Razovsky posited the isolated 

native populations would be less inclined to believe the antisemitic propaganda which 

already existed in these countries.80 Razovsky’s belief that antisemitism could be 

combatted with the right preventative measures was most likely the result of her 

background in social work. With places like the United States, Great Britain, and 

Palestine not able to absorb the increase of Jewish refugees, new locales had to be found. 

Since no nation welcomed Jews with open arms, Razovsky found a solution by 

identifying places which would accept Jewish refugees through strategic education 

initiatives.  

 Razovsky’s concerted effort to assist Jewish refugees in Cuba and her 

resettlement plans in Cuba and South America, gave her a unique insight into the Jewish 

refugee crisis that emerged in 1933. As the plight of Jews in central and eastern Europe 

deteriorated, she utilized many of the same skills she adopted and mastered while 

attempting to resettle Jewish immigrants in Cuba and South America to assist the new 

waves of refugees. From assessing situations to determining best practices for providing 

emergency aid, to ensuring refugees could access new livelihoods and occupations, 

 
80  An Ounce of Prevention by Cecilia Razovsky-Davidson, April 20, 1931. 



 

31 

Razovsky’s experiences between 1924 and 1932 served as an invaluable test run for the 

rescue, relief, and resettlement efforts she undertook after the rise of Nazism.  
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Chapter Three: The National Council of Jewish Women: 1933 
 
 

 Despite all the time and effort Razovsky spent on resettling Jewish refugees in 

South and Latin America over the previous nine years, a new sense of urgency began 

overtaking Razovsky's attention in the summer of 1933. One of the first signs of the 

impending crisis was the increase in correspondence the NCJW received from relatives in 

the United States regarding their Jewish family still in Germany. As Razovsky explained 

in an October 1933 memorandum, “long-distance telephone calls, letters, and personal 

visitors began coming into our National Office [NCJW office in New York City] in 

in-creasing numbers during the months of July and August.” Although the NCJW aided 

in resettling Immigrants to the United States since its inception forty years prior, the fear 

and anxiousness exhibited by family members were unlike anything the group had seen 

before. In response to the rise of inquiries regarding immigration to America, Razovsky 

felt that the international relief community problems struggled with how to negotiate 

“separated families, of refugees, of visitors who desire to extend their stay in the United 

States, of students, etc.”  In contrast, Razovsky believed the NCJW “has been functioning 

both at the National Office and in the offices of our important local Sections. Thus, it has 

been possible for us to be of immediate assistance to the anxious relatives.” For the 

previous ten years, Razovsky and the NCJW handled rescuing and resettling Jewish 

refugees fleeing oppression and pogroms while navigating the restrictive American quota 

laws. Given that background and experience, the NCJW had the infrastructure in place to 

negotiate the increase in questions and queries from relatives in America. Razovsky 

commended the fact that “many Council members have availed themselves of the service 
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which we are able to offer in this crisis.”81 As a result, Razovsky considered the NCJW as 

prepared as it could be to handle the brewing German refugee crisis.  

 Part of the reason Razovsky and the NCJW sensed the seriousness of the German 

situation was due to the Department of Immigrant Aid’s continuous involvement in 

resettling immigrants after the passage of the Johnson-Reed Act. In the same October 

1933 NCJW memorandum, Razovsky pointed out “the number of immigrants coming to 

this country has been reduced to such an extent during the past few years that many of the 

agencies had not kept themselves informed as to recent immigration regulations and 

procedures.” Razovsky’s work with Jewish refugees in Cuba and helping those 

individuals who managed to gain entrance to the United States made her and the NCJW 

some of the leading experts on immigration in 1933. In response to their up-to-date 

knowledge of immigration, “various social agencies, national and local, turned to us for 

general information on this subject.” The knowledge on immigration the NCJW and 

Razovsky maintained enabled them to sense a shift in the extenuating circumstances 

resulting from the Third Reich’s policies. Razovsky and her colleagues understood 

something was different about the antisemitism, carried out by the German government. 

To update other relief groups on the situation in Central Europe, the NCJW decided “one 

of the first tasks which it was found necessary to undertake was to bring up to date a 

summary of the immigration laws: particularly as they relate to Germany.”82 Ensuring 

relief groups were aware of the growing interest among Jews to get out of Germany and 
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the laws which the organizations had to navigate became a paramount mission for 

Razovsky and the NCJW.  

 After acknowledging the plight of German Jews and starting to educate other 

groups on the issues and laws surrounding immigration, Razovsky began organizing the 

NCJW’s efforts to aid German Jews. The initiatives by the NCJW broke down into two 

categories:  coordinating the efforts among different American relief groups and 

beginning resettlement of German Jews in the States. Some of the collaborative efforts 

included “the proposal of measures regarding the immigration of German Jews to the 

United States, passport regulations for refugees, reunion of separated families,” and 

“surveying of employment opportunities for professionals, artists, etc., both in the United 

States and other lands.” Internally, the NCJW started dispensing “advice regarding taking 

relatives out of Germany, by preparation of necessary documents, securing extension of 

temporary visits to this country, securing of stays of deportation, meeting new arrivals,” 

and “referring them to local Sections for special follow-up care, etc.”83 With Razovsky 

leading many of these initial efforts, the NCJW jumped into quick action trying to find 

any way to aid German Jews as their struggles became more acute with each passing day.  

 Additionally, Razovsky lent her expertise on contemporary immigration issues to 

the creation of two Clearing Committees, the first being the Committee on German 

Jewish Immigration Policy. Razovsky served as Secretary for this group, in which she 

assisted with “discussion of general policies on German Jewish immigration matters, and 

consideration of proposed plans on this subject.” Razovsky also served as Secretary for 

the second group, known as the Joint Clearing Bureau.  By creating these two 
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committees— of which every major Jewish relief group was a part, Razovsky hoped  “the 

inquiries and activities will be centralized, and that the overlapping and duplication 

which have hitherto created much confusion in the minds of government officials and 

agencies will thus be avoided.”84  The efforts shouldered by Razovsky to create an 

organized response to the growing German Jewish calamity demonstrates her recognition 

of the difference in these anti–semitic practices. Ensuring the American Jewish Aid 

community efforts were coordinated to provide as much support as possible to German 

Jews indicates just how significant the events in the Reich were from previous bouts of 

Jewish persecution.   

 Razovsky spread the word of the German situation beyond the confines of the 

Jewish relief organizations to Christian and non-sectarian aid groups. Comprehending 

that the persecution inflicted upon German Jews concerned not only those of the Jewish 

faith, Razovsky ensured “every effort has been made to present material and facts 

gathered by us to responsible non--Jewish individuals and organizations, often at their 

request.” Razovsky enlisted the help of the prominent International Committee for 

Securing Employment for Refugee Professional Workers. This group was headquartered 

in Geneva, Switzerland, and consisted “of forty eminent men and women, leaders in 

promoting international peace and understanding. Several of them are delegates to the 

League of Nations from their own countries.” Razovsky described the committee’s work 

as “to facilitate the employment of refugee men and women professional workers. The 

Committee plans to investigate possibilities of employment in various countries to 

centralize applications for work, and to use funds collected to create posts for these 
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refugees.85 Such pushes on the part of Razovsky and the NCJW to recruit the aid of this 

committee harkens back to the work Razovsky conducted in Cuba. As she did with her 

efforts in Cuba, Razovsky saw the need to give refugees more than just basic relief, in 

order to live successfully in a new land. Efforts must be made to give these individuals 

livelihoods. Having the support of the International Committee for Securing Employment 

for Refugee Professional Workers aiding German Jews as early as 1933 shows that 

refugee relief work was not meant to be a quick and easy fix, but rather a longer and 

more involved process that would set the refugee up for long-term prosperity.     

 Along with organizing relief and rescue efforts in 1933, Razovsky aided the 

NCJW with small-scale operations to help German Jews stay in the United States.  

“There are in this country a number of German students and visitors who must leave the 

country when their visas expire unless they secure an extension,” Razovsky explained. 

She elaborated “it has been possible through the consider-ation of the Washington Bureau 

to secure extensions for some of these visitors and students. In one example, Razovsky 

described the case of a young Jewish woman from Berlin who traveled to the United 

States in 1932 to visit her sister. After receiving word from her father still in Germany, 

“warning her not to return to Berlin as there is no hope for her in that country,” Razovsky 

reported that the woman “called at our office with a letter from the Department of Labor 

which advised her to leave the country the following day or a warrant of deportation 

would be issued, since she had already received one extension of six months. As a result 

of our appeal to the Department of Labor, the warrant of deportation was not issued.” 

Due to the intervention of the NCJW, the woman received an extension to stay in 
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America until July 1, 1934.86 While efforts by Razovsky and the NJW were limited in 

reach and scope in 1933, these endeavors served as a catalyst for the organization to 

begin larger and more complex plans of rescue, relief, and resettlement of German Jews 

beginning in 1934. 

 Besides the work Razovsky and the NJCW’s National Office conducted in late 

1933, Razovsky called for local sections of the Council to take part in the early stages of 

German Jewish relief work. Drumming up support for the cause, Razovsky urged local 

council sections to choose one of the causes identified by the National Office so that they 

“may serve in this great emergency.” Razovsky identified and outlined five plans which 

local sections could almost immediately act on to provide relief. One of the quickest 

ways the sections could get involved was through the “raising of a sum of money to pay 

for the tuition of German Jewish students or visitors who are here temporarily and whose 

stay could be extended if they could pay tuition at some educational institution.” As the 

local sections were veteran fundraisers, collecting money to aid German students to stay 

in the United States would be one of the easier ways to participate. Another avenue that 

the local section could pursue was to establish “a special employment and placement 

bureau for the German Jewish refugees who are now in the United States on permanent 

visas.”87 While this option was outside the purview of the local sections’ usual activities, 

these groups had extensive experience aiding immigrants prior to the 1924 immigration 

law. Rebooting or freshening–up these immigrant aid programs may have been more 

effort than raising funds, but Razovsky viewed the grassroots work of these sections as 

vital to the success of the German Jewish refugee population in the United States. She 
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and her colleagues at the National Office clearly trusted the abilities of the local sections, 

otherwise they would not have asked them to assume such a task.   

 Razovsky’s ability to call attention to the circumstances of German Jews, garner 

support from various factions of the American relief community and embark on a path to 

aid as many of the persecuted as possible in 1933 was a product of her background, 

experience, and connections aiding European Jews as they tried to find new lives in the 

western hemisphere. As someone who was acutely attuned to changes in Jewish 

immigration patterns and maintained direct contact with European Jewish immigrants, 

Razovsky heard firsthand how the oppression of German Jews was different from earlier 

instances of antisemitism. The fact that she not only spread awareness on the issue in a 

time when most Americans were preoccupied with the Great Depression, reveals 

Razovsky’s belief that if not condemned and acted upon, the plight of German Jews 

would only worsen. Acting on her growing sense of alarm, Razovsky began 

administering relief to the afflicted population, even if it was on a relatively small scale. 

As 1933 bled into 1934 and Razovsky’s suspicions regarding the unprecedented scale of 

persecution of German Jews were reinforced by the continuation of Nazi oppression, 

Razovsky’s urgent efforts to rescue and resettle German Jews grew. Razovsky— with the 

aid of the NCJW and a small but determined group of relief organizations— launched 

increasingly more extensive efforts to save German Jews.   
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Chapter Four: The German Jewish Children’s Aid and The National Coordinating 
Committee: 1934 

 
 

 In early April 1934, the residents of the mid-Atlantic looked forward to the first 

annual Cherry Blossom Festival held by First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt and delegates of 

the Japanese government on the National Mall.88 The cheery spring event served as a 

temporary distraction from the economic depression that consumed the lives and minds 

of nearly all Americans. While the Cherry Blossom festival played the important role of 

raising morale in such a perilous time in American history, another not nearly as 

lighthearted, but no less significant convening took place in the nation's capital. On 

Monday,  April 9, Cecilia Razovsky and her colleague, Dr. Joseph Chamberlain— 

professor of Public Law at Columbia University— met with representatives from the 

State and Labor Departments to discuss the coordinated efforts of Razovsky and the 

Board of Directors for the newly formed group, the German Jewish Children’s Aid 

(GJCA).89 In 1933 Razovsky joined a subcommittee of the Joint Council on German 

Jewish Persecutions which explored the possibility of bringing German Jewish children 

to the United States.  After Razovsky’s group heard of identical efforts undertaken by 

groups such as the American Jewish Congress and the National Conference of Jewish 

Social Services, the GJCA was created in April 1934 to consolidate and centralize the 

work of resettling German Jewish children in the States.90  
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 Razovsky and Chamberlain presented the GJCA’s plans to bring to the United 

States several hundred German Jewish Children and settle them in volunteer foster homes 

in the effort to save the children from Nazi persecution. The two GJCA spokespeople 

presented a letter developed by highly regarded lawyer and immigration activist, Max J. 

Kohler.91  

 The proposal was the product of the extensive time and effort Razovsky and the 

representatives of the various relief groups poured into ensuring the success of the 

program. The plan followed the letter of American immigration law, ensuring no child 

was selected from institutions such as orphanages or asylums.92 This stipulation was 

significant as the laws of the day prohibited the entrance of any person who would 

become a public charge.93 Razovsky, for her part, pushed back against other early GJCA 

board members like Louise Wise, an influential member of the New York City Jewish 

community, who believed the group should aid vulnerable children in institutions. In 

response to Wise’s idea, Razovsky quickly pointed out the fact that U.S. law “does not 

permit the admission of children in this country who have been in charitable institutions 

in other countries.”94 If the GJCA were to break U.S. immigration law by bringing in 

German orphans (even if the government made an exception), they would run the risk of 
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a scandal, which was the last thing the fledgling group needed. Razovsky understood the 

unfortunate realities of the situation. By making clear the word of the law at such an early 

stage in the GJCA’s existence, Razovsky bolstered the chances that her organization 

would be able to achieve its fundamental goal of rescuing children. 

 The work Razovsky completed with the GJCA was just the beginning of her 

efforts in rescue and relief operations for European Jews fleeing Nazism. Whereas 

Razovsky spent most of 1933 identifying the progressively worsening condition of Jews 

in the Third Reich and attempting to put plans together to save the vulnerable population, 

1934 saw Razovsky and her network of relief workers and organizations further 

developing rescue plans and putting them into motion. Razovsky played integral roles in 

the creation and implementation of efforts for the National Coordinating Committee for 

German Jews, The German Jewish Children’s Aid, and in raising both public and 

governmental support for the predicament of German Jews. 

 Razovsky and Chamberlain’s presentation received support by government 

officials.  Commenting on the perception of the reactions of the State and Labor 

Department representatives, Razovsky wrote that the plan “was received with much 

sympathy by all the officials who feel that it is conservative and at the same time 

constructive and that it will appeal to many Americans as a fine gesture of friendship.”95 

Razovsky was well aware of the need to present the proposal as modest to officials who 

were likely hesitant to get too deeply involved in European affairs. By the end of April 

1934, the GJCA became an incorporated organization and before the year was out, 
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German Jewish children began arriving to the United States to start their new lives with 

American foster families.96  

 The group worked quickly to define the details and conditions necessary to bring 

in German Jewish Children. The Board of Directors— in which Razovsky served as 

secretary— worked with Labor Secretary Frances Perkins and Commissioner of 

Immigration Colonel Daniel MacCormack to establish the requirements both the group 

and the children had to meet in order to obtain a visa and the conditions for staying in the 

United States. The government officials and the GJCA agreed that children were to 

immigrate on permanent visas, and that “the children were to be under sixteen years of 

age and to be placed in accredited homes, supervised by child placement agencies.” 

Additionally, the group determined “the children were to be sent to school until they were 

at least sixteen years of age and not be permitted to become public charges up to the age 

of twenty-one years.”97 Through funds raised by the group and their affiliated 

organizations, the GJCA brought the children to the United States where they were 

placed in foster homes (primarily in the eastern and northern part of the United States) 

and received follow-up care from local social work agencies and relief groups.98 Before 

the war commenced in September 1939, the GJCA would resettle some 590 German 

Jewish Children in the United States.99 Even after the United States joined the war on 
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behalf of the Allies in December 1941 and the group broadened its efforts to rescue Jews 

from all over Europe, some 1,000 children in total were brought to live in America.100 

 The GJCA Board of Directors appointed Razovsky Executive Director of the 

organization.101 In this role, Razovsky oversaw the children’s pre and post immigration 

work. Duties included coordinating affidavits, communicating with the German group 

identifying and selecting the children (Reichsvereinigung der Juden in Deutschland or 

Reich Association of Jews in Germany), and enlisting local communities to take in the 

children.102 Much like the work she previously engaged in throughout her career, 

Razovsky exhibited a deep level of concern and care for the children she helped bring to 

the United States. Even after the first group of children was settled in America and 

Razovsky moved on to aiding the next group of children, she checked in with the pilot 

group, even sending tickets for some to go see a film. Siegbert Plaut, one of the first 

German Jewish children brought to the U.S. by the GJCA, wrote Razovsky a note asking 

that she “please accept my best thanks for sending me the ticket for the ‘Land of Promise’ 

at the Astor last Sunday. I enjoyed every second of the picture as I am very much 

interested in the rebuilding of our Jewish Homeland.”103 These children moved thousands 

of miles away from their homes, often did not speak English, and no doubt constantly 

worried about their friends and families they left behind in Nazi- controlled Germany. By 
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providing these children with something as simple as a movie ticket, Razovsky allowed 

these children to be children again— even if just for a brief moment — instead of just 

refugees. The struggle of the refugee does not end once they enter a safe space, but rather 

continues indefinitely and Razovsky was acutely attuned to that fact. 

 Furthermore, Razovsky ensured that each child who arrived in the United States 

received proper care, housing, and a good quality of life. Relatives reunited with their 

young family members in the U.S. wrote to Razovsky expressing “sincere thanks for your 

wholehearted and efficient cooperation.” Her efforts often left such an indelible impact 

on the families of the children she aided that some wrote offering “if any opportunity 

should present itself, where we can be of any help or service to you, we will be glad to 

have to call on us and if the task is within our power you can be assured that we will do 

our best to conform with it.104 Such a sentiment indicated that Razovsky went beyond her 

expected call of duty as Executive Director involving herself in the emotional as well as 

physical well-being of those whom her organization served. 

 As the new year of 1934 opened, conditions for Jews continued to deteriorate in 

Hitler’s Germany. Historian Lucy Dawidowicz points out that since the German 

government did not enact any anti-Jewish legislation in 1934, German Jews and those in 

the international relief community largely held “the illusion that Jews might remain in 

Germany, albeit with limited rights.” Hitler was preoccupied with consolidating his 

power as leader of Germany. On June 30, known as the Night of the Long Knives, Hitler 

ordered that some 200 members of the paramilitary group, the SA, be murdered as the 
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group owed their loyalties to Nazism and not Hitler, meaning they posed a threat to the 

Führer’s reign. Then when President Von Hindenburg passed away in August of 1934, 

Hitler merged the positions of President and Chancellor, ultimately making him dictator 

of the Reich.105 After Hitler removed his rivals from within his party and became dictator 

of the nation, he could embark in an unbridled campaign against the Jews of Germany. 

 Razovsky went to work determining the best courses of action for providing relief 

and rescue to German Jews. On January 5, 1934, Razovsky finished an outline for the 

“Suggested Set-up for American or Emergency Joint Bureau for German Refugees.”106 

She devised this plan after witnessing the disorganized efforts of various groups within 

the relief community in the initial days and months after the rise of the Nazi Party. 

According to Zucker, this confusion was the product of various sectarian and non-

sectarian aid groups trying to aid German Jews. For example, some of these relief groups 

were not up to date on how to navigate the American immigration system and 

consequently spent inordinate amounts of time attempting to figure out the proper 

procedures. In addition, the sheer number of organizations conducting the same tasks and 

relief, resulted in unnecessary duplication of effort such as the same paperwork being 

submitted to the same governmental bodies by different relief groups.107  

 Realizing the importance of having a more organized process for carrying out 

rescue operations and providing relief, Razovsky composed a plan which streamlined the 

efforts to bring German Jews to the United States. The opening statement of her plan 
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stressed the urgency of creating a central relief group, Razovsky enlisted representatives 

from groups like the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, the B’nai B'rith, the 

NCJW, The Emergency Committee for Aid of Exiled German Scholars, the National 

Catholic Welfare Conference, and the Federal Council of Churches to serve on this new 

committee.108 

 Razovsky’s proposed committee would serve a different purpose than existing 

centralizing groups like the Joint Clearing Bureau, where Razovsky served as secretary. 

Instead of administering advice to other relief groups on how to aid German Jews, the 

planned group would take control of all immigration efforts from dealing with the 

immigration bureaucracy to finding homes and jobs for the refugees.109 The 

recommended organization would make it possible for established relief groups of all 

different capacities and affiliations to work in concert as a means of rescuing as many 

German refugees as possible through the consolidation and integration of efforts. Her 

background as a social worker and immigration advocate taught her the importance of 

working collaboratively with other organizations and centralizing the work to ensure the 

same relief efforts were not duplicated. For instance, when she worked for the NCJW 

helping to establish relief for European Jewish refugees in Cuba, Razovsky worked 

closely with members of the Joint Distribution Committee and the Hebrew Immigrant 

Aid Society to create the Jewish Committee for Cuba.  

 One of the main goals of Razovsky’s new organization was to provide aid to those 

refugees without relatives already in the United States. According to American 
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immigration law, an individual trying to gain permanent entry to the United States must 

have an American citizen financially sponsor them so that the immigrant would not 

become a public charge.110 In her proposal, Razovsky explained “those refugees who 

have relatives in this country will undoubtedly have little difficulty in securing visas from 

the Consuls and will not constitute a serious problem to the Bureau.”111  Accordin\=to 

historians Richard Breitman and Allan Lichtman, Razovsky’s assertion was correct that 

those with family already in America and who would financially sponsor them had an 

easier time obtaining visas. Over the summer of 1933, the State Department softened the 

process of getting an American visa for those “with American relatives able and willing 

to provide financial support.” Unfortunately, this consideration was only given to those 

who had immediate relatives living in the United States.112 Given that information, 

Razovsky wanted to give all refugees as equal support as possible, regardless of their 

connections to the United States. Rescuing the greatest number of people from the 

oppression of the German government was of the utmost importance to her.  

 Despite wanting to aid all German Jews who desired a new life in America, 

Razovsky identified three primary groups of people she believed would most easily 

obtain permission to immigrate to the United States. The first group was children 

(particularly boys) under eighteen. Razovsky noted the caveat that since the government 

would not allow these refugee children to obtain paying jobs if they were under eighteen 
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years old, the children “would have to be provided with some form of scholastic or 

vocational education,” to ensure they would not become public charges in the future. 

Then there were women under thirty who previously received training or worked in such 

positions as educators, social workers, or nurses as they “could be placed in homes as 

governesses, etc.” Finally, Razovsky identified “specially skilled or technically trained 

people who could make a cultural contribu-tion to this country or whose special 

know-ledge would be valuable to industry or science sphere.”113 Refugees who fell into 

one of these categories, Razovsky believed, would fill gaps in American labor and pose 

little threat to Americans struggling to make ends meet due to the Depression. Strategic 

decisions had to be made. It was better for organizations to focus their attention on those 

who had the highest likelihood of making it successfully to America.  

 Once the refugees made it through the immigration process and entered the 

United States, there was the matter of where they would settle and how they would make 

a living. Drawing on her extensive background in immigration law and social work, 

Razovsky laid out a thorough system for how this process would unfold. The Emergency 

Joint Bureau would work with local sections of the affiliated organizations (such as the 

National Council of Jewish Women) in which the refugees would be “assigned to their 

community for care and responsibility.” Once the refugees made it to their new homes, 

The local groups would help and monitor the well-being of these German Jews by 

providing “settlement, adjustment, employment, housing, legal aid, medical care, [and] 

vocational retraining.” As Razovsky explained, “all these services must be so coordinated 

that there will be a minimum of delay in assisting the refugee to make a wholesome 
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adjustment.”114 As seen previously with her work in Cuba and South America, Razovsky 

viewed the German Jewish refugee as a population who needed more than just rescuing.  

They deserved the chance at a new life and Razovsky’s plans indicated her commitment 

to provide the foundation for them to prosper.  

 Once again, Razovsky acknowledged the limitations American immigration law 

placed on her efforts to save German Jews. Despite extensive efforts by influential 

figures— such as the presidential advisor Felix Frankfurter and Secretary of Labor 

Frances Perkins— to remove the public charge clause from American immigration law, 

Roosevelt never took action to remove the somewhat arbitrary requirement.115 As the 

German government permitted German Jews to immigrate with nearly no assets to their 

names, it became nearly impossible for German Jews to obtain a visa to live in the United 

States under the present construction of the law. As a result, Razovsky explored other 

opportunities for relief and rescue. For example, she proposed the creation of sewing 

groups “to provide clothing for needy refugees in France and other European 

countries.”116 Then, she proposed “arranging for the raising of funds to ‘adopt a family’ 

abroad” in which the money would “cover the needs of the family for a specific period.” 

While Razovsky’s  Emergency Joint Bureau did not directly provide support for 

resettling refugees outside the U.S., she wrote that “the Hadassah and Zionist 

organizations are already raising funds to place refugees in Palestine,” suggesting that in 

the future, the Emergency Joint Bureau might expand their efforts to aid in such 
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endeavors.117 Immigrating to America was the gold standard for many German Jews in 

the early 1930s, but given the severe restrictions in place in the U.S., that goal remained 

out of reach for many. Finding other ways to help German Jews stuck in Europe shows 

Razovsky’s understanding that it was essential to aid the unfortunate majority who could 

not escape the horrors of the Third Reich.   

 Razovsky’s proposal appears to have served as the model for the National 

Coordinating Committee for Aid to Refugees and Emigrants (NCC), which was founded 

in New York City on June 7, 1934.118 In the organization’s original setup, the NCC was 

intended to be an emergency group that would be dissolved after the situation in 

Germany settled down (what was thought to be six to twelve months).119 Once the 

Executive Board realized European affairs only worsened with time, they restructured the 

NCC to be a more permanent organization.120  The group functioned with twenty member 

organizations when it commenced operations in 1934.121 Until June 1939, the NCC 

remained one of the major relief organizations working to rescue and resettle German 

Jewish refugees in the United States. With the refugee crisis coming to a head in the 

months before the Second World War began, the NCC merged with two other 

organizations to become the National Refugee Service (NRS).122 

 Similar to Razovsky’s “Suggested Set-Up for an American or Emergency Joint 

Bureau for German Refugees,” the NCC’s primary goals involved such functions as 
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centralizing and streamlining the immigration process, educating the public and other 

relief groups on the plight of German Jews, and organize local groups to aid refugees in 

their new communities.123 The NCC founders ensured that their organization did not 

infringe on the work already conducted by other relief groups. Instead, the group was to 

serve as an umbrella group for German refugee relief efforts and incorporate the 

preexisting agencies into the NCC’s broader mission. Once the NCC brought these 

previously existing groups under its umbrella, the NCC would fill in the gaps and set up 

subsidiary groups to provide rescue and relief to those individuals who were not already 

receiving aid.124 As Razovsky’s Emergency Joint Bureau plan outlined, the NCC would 

consolidate the work already done in helping German Jewish refugees and create new 

opportunities for a greater number of people to receive aid. Bat-Ami Zucker reports that 

at the end of 1935– their first full year in operation— the NCC “succeeded in handling 

1,251 new files, 92 welfare cases and 1,159 cases of counseling and service.” 

Additionally, the group had an operating budget of $337,000 for 1935.125 

 The NCC Board of Directors appointed Razovsky to the position of Executive 

Director of the organization shortly after its incorporation. In this role, Razovsky served 

as the main point of contact between the NCC and representatives from the State and 

Labor Departments. She also dealt with foreign governments and aid groups who helped 

in the evacuation efforts of German Jews.126 Beyond the public facing part of her duties 

as Executive Director, Razovsky also completed more grassroots and logistically minded 
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functions. For example, just a few months after the NCC started its rescue work, 

Razovsky put into motion a plan which resettled refugees away from the main Jewish 

population center of New York City to other communities around the country to prevent 

an unmanageable strain on the New York City Jewish community.127 She ensured the 

organization ran smoothly, negotiated with domestic and foreign governments and relief 

groups, and helped as many refugees as possible. Her ability to recognize the issues 

which plagued the American relief community, recommend solutions, and then follow 

through on them reveals Razovsky’s adept skill (honed by years of experience in 

immigration advocacy) to effectively run a massive and complex organization in which 

human lives were quite literally on the line.   

 By the end of 1939 when Razovsky ceased being Executive Director of the 

GJCA, she helped rescue and resettle some 430 German Jewish children in the United 

States.128 Through her work developing and managing both the GJCA and the NCC, 

Razovsky impacted the lives of thousands of German Jews. Her endeavors are notable 

given the extreme restrictions placed on her work by contemporary immigration law as 

well as widespread anti-immigrant and antisemitic attitudes within the American 

government and the general populace.  Razovsky kept her head down and hammered 

away at what she could do. In the face of such adversity, those less determined would shy 

away from aiding those in need. Countless individuals in the relief community and the 

general American public did.  To Razovsky, the cause was worth her best attempts and 
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the results are a testament to her deeply forged connections, years of accumulated and 

sharpened skills, and her tenacity to keep with the plan when the odds were stacked 

against her. The summer of 1935 brought with it a journey to Europe which managed to 

propel Razovsky further forward to rescue even more Jews from the ever-worsening 

conditions in Germany.    
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 Chapter 5: Trip to Europe July 1935 
 
 

 In an October 1935 report she wrote for the National Coordinating Committee on 

her recent trip to Europe, Cecilia Razovsky explained the disturbing reality that for Jews 

“the will to act and the will to live are being crushed by the depressing conditions in 

Germany.” The power to change the situation lay with those taking action outside the 

country. “[I]f the German Jews are not encouraged from the outside, they will cease 

planning and acting and will retire into corners and die.”129 In a jarring concluding 

statement, she warned “it is easier already for most of them to submit rather than struggle 

for freedom.” These words written by Razovsky differ from earlier pleas for those in the 

international relief community to aid German refugees. Instead of Razovsky hearing of 

the horrific conditions of Jewish refugees who just arrived in the United States or second-

hand from other relief workers, Razovsky witnessed the inhumane conditions German 

Jews and other refugees were forced into with her own eyes. 

 After two long years of working to help German Jewish refugees begin a new life 

in the United States, Razovsky embarked on a mission to provide on the ground aid to 

German Jews stuck in Europe. While taking a transatlantic trip was a relatively 

unremarkable feat in 1935, the circumstances surrounding Razovsky’s venture across 

Western Europe felt closer to extraordinary. Given the constraints placed on her rescue 

and relief work by both the United States and Germany, Razovsky and the NCC had to 

start becoming creative in how they approached the issue of German Jewish refugees. 

Despite the work done by the NCC and Razovsky to bring German Jews to the United 
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States, the American government did not lift restrictions, requirements, and immigration 

quotas to permit a greater number of refugees to enter the country. Furthermore, 

Germany made it increasingly untenable for Jews to stay in their homeland. In March of 

1935, Nazi party members ramped up their attacks and boycotts of Jewish businesses. 

Then in the summer, Jews were forbidden to enter most public places like swimming 

pools, movie theaters, and hotels. All of this hate and oppression culminated in the 

Nuremberg Laws of September 1935, which stripped Jews of their German citizenship 

and made it illegal for Jews and non-Jews to marry and have children.130  

 Given the rock and a hard place the international relief community found 

themselves in during the summer of 1935, the NCC sent Razovsky to Western Europe, in 

part, to serve as a liaison between the on-the-ground relief organizations the NCC 

partnered with and the American government. Razovsky was tasked with determining 

what kind and degree of pressure could be exerted to speed up the visa process for the 

many anxiously awaiting refugees. Based on the cases Razovsky highlighted in her 

report, it appears the European relief organizations brought those individuals to 

Razovsky’s attention who either had the highest likelihood of successfully making it to 

America or those people who were in especially distressing situations. Coupled with her 

prominent connections in the State and Labor Departments and the invaluable skills 

developed in her twenty-five-year career in social work and immigrant advocacy, 

Razovsky succeeded in obtaining visas for a number of German Jews during this trip. On 

the other hand, despite Razovsky’s presence in Europe and the work she conducted to aid 
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German Jewish refugees, she was severely restricted in what she could do for many of 

those who desperately pleaded with her to get them out of Europe. As hard as she tried to 

aid German Jews and get them to safety in places like the United States, she was limited 

in her time, money, and resources and had to settle for administering more traditional 

forms of relief.  

 Perhaps the most astonishing part of Razovsky’s European trip was not all the 

effort and work she accomplished for German Jews, but rather, it was her journey into 

Berlin in July of 1935, as she was herself Jewish. On a fundamental level, the German 

government despised the idea that people like Razovsky existed among their midst. Fully 

understanding this hatred for her and her people, Razovsky willingly went to the center of 

where this drastic recent uptick in antisemitic sentiments originated. It remains obscure as 

to why the NCC sent a Jew into Nazi-controlled Berlin knowing full well how the 

German government oppressed and persecuted people of a Jewish background. In fact, 

not even Bat-Ami Zucker’s book on Razovsky discusses this European trip in July of 

1935.131 Buried in the pages of the GJCA archival collection at the YIVO Institute for 

Jewish Research, this fifteen page document reveals the many struggles Razovsky faced 

in trying to aid refugees, but also, the report highlights how a woman of Razovsky’s 

background and connections managed to save Jews from Germany before the Holocaust 

was implemented in its full horrors. 

  Originally, Razovsky’s colleague, Dr. Joseph Chamberlain was to accompany 

Razovsky throughout all her travels. Due to a family emergency, Chamberlain stayed 

behind in New York. Despite the loss of her travel and work companion, Razovsky 
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boarded the S.S. Berenganua alone and began her voyage to London, England, arriving 

on July 12, 1935.  The trip was prompted by a meeting of the High Commission for 

Refugees in which the National Coordinating Committee called upon Razovsky to 

represent their organization. The High Commission on Refugees held this meeting with 

members from various nations and relief groups in order to discuss and determine a plan 

of action as “the problem for these people is far from being solved.”132 Razovsky knew 

the conditions of German Jews worsened with each passing day, but she would not 

realize the full extent until later in her trip.  

 The day after Razovsky arrived in London, she attended her first meeting at the 

Hotel Russell.133 The meeting was for the Experts Committee for Academic and Kindred 

Refugees which was formed in July of 1934 to determine best practices for evacuating 

German scholars and students from Europe.134 At the meeting, the attendees gave updates 

on their respective nation’s efforts. Between countries like the United States, Great 

Britain, France, the Netherlands, and Sweden, they hoped to rescue approximately one 

hundred German Jewish scholars and give them full–time positions in their nations 

during 1935.135 Razovsky also noted that the committee was in the process of 

investigating the resettlement of these scholars to Latin American nations as well as 

expanding the population of those they aided to include other professionals like medical 

doctors and lawyers. Additionally, the committee discussed how “The student situation is 

also very serious and will need additional continuation of effort. As this was Razovsky’s 
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first time at the meeting of this group, she took on the role of observer. She expressed a 

degree of surprise with the actions of the British committee, known as the Academic 

Assistance Counsel. Writing on the seemingly petty politics, Razovsky pointed out “they 

wished to control the committee, and when it was found impossible, they did not seem 

willing to cooperate.” On this matter, Razovsky highlighted the opinions of some of the 

other member nation committees commenting “they felt England was not justified in 

assuming she could act for all the countries and insisted upon an International 

Committee.”136 The infighting among the member nations disheartened Razovsky. As 

someone who spent most of her career actively aiding immigrants and refugees, 

witnessing those who had the power to make a difference in the lives of the individuals 

the German government targeted was most certainly disturbing to her. As this realization 

made clear, coordinating efforts to aid German Jewish refugees fell prey to international 

politics.  

 Much of the remainder of Razovsky’s summary of the week’s meetings 

underscores the political roadblocks placed in the way of helping Jewish refugees. For 

instance, at the meeting of the Advisory Council of the High Commissioner for Refugees 

held on July 15, High Commissioner McDonald discussed his recent trip to South 

America. On these efforts, Razovsky remarked “very little has so far been accomplished 

to resettle German refugees in these countries. She noted that one of the other 

representatives, Dr. Inman, “expressed the belief that there would be places for 100 

scientists, but the High Commission could not obtain favorable treatment for any other 

refugees thus far.” Razovsky wanted to support as many German Jews as possible, not 
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just those with technical backgrounds or connections. Her frustration with this situation 

can be deduced by the fact that she asserted “since the High Commissioner’s published 

report is now available, there is no need for me to go into detail except to remark” on the 

South America situation.137 By bringing this case to the attention of those in the NCC, 

Razovsky thought more could be done to bring the refugees to South America, especially 

if the international relief community was not making enough inroads on the matter.  

 In another case of the international and political difficulties in response to the 

Jewish refugee crisis, Razovsky brought attention to the actions of the French. Since the 

refugee crisis began in 1933, France legally allowed a sizable group of German Refugees 

to enter, live and work in their country, but “she was now refusing them permission to 

remain, and a great hardship ensued.” Razovsky further commented on how the French 

government arrested many of these Jewish refugees. “The conditions of the refugees in 

France, Czechoslovakia, and Holland have become increasingly worse,” Razovsky 

disclosed. While the refugee relief committees in these countries attempted to aid those in 

need, these groups’ lack of funds made it nearly impossible to remotely keep up with the 

demand.138 Although Razovsky did not come right out and advocate raising money for 

these other nation’s relief committees, she viewed the obstacles erected by insufficient 

funds as something that clearly needed to be overcome in order to more effectively help 

German Jewish refugees.  

 Razovsky covered just the main points on the remainder of the meetings held by 

the High Commission on Refugees. In particular, she mentioned the discussion about the 

creation of a document which would allow stateless German Jews to travel to other 
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countries. The German government seized the passports of these refugees which made it 

impossible for these individuals to legally travel to other nations.139 Then there were calls 

by the Norwegian government and the Quakers for the League of Nations to establish a 

Central Office for Refugees. Once again, the issue of money arose. In order to perform 

such tasks as setting up a Central Office for Refugees, money was required. Razovsky 

observed “there was an immediate indication that much in the way of financial assistance 

was expected from the United States,” but she noted for these other countries “to 

appreciate financial effort in the United States, account must be taken of the 10,000 

German refugees and immigrants already in the territory.”  Of those 10,000 people, about 

a third of them needed financial help. Furthermore, Razovsky defended the U.S. 

Immigration record, elaborating that since World War I, America took in some 750,000 

immigrants over this seventeen-year span. Razovsky acknowledged that as long as 

someone immigrated legally, they could immediately start working in the U.S. and 

become financially stable relatively quickly. Other than the Soviet Union, no other nation 

was as considerate towards newly arrived immigrants.140 Although she criticized 

American immigration policy while back in the U.S., Razovsky’s defense of the United 

States immigration record in this instance suggests that compared to the other nations 

present at this conference, America’s immigration record was arguably much better. 

These rescue and resettlement efforts needed to be supported with equal vigor and 

intensity by each member of the international relief community. Unfortunately, the cost 

was human lives.  
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 After the conclusion of the meetings of the High Commission, Razovsky jumped 

into action attempting to provide whatever relief she could to German Jewish refugees, 

first in Great Britain, then around much of Western Europe. Even before the meetings 

officially concluded, Razovsky stepped out to speak with the American Consul to 

England, a Mr. Broy, at his office. Razovsky raised a number of cases of German 

refugees who wanted to immigrate to the United States but could not due to various hold 

ups in the process. Believing the American Consul could tell her what exactly the NCC 

needed to do to move the process along. Razovsky inquired about a group of twenty-five 

students identified by the NCC as especially gifted and who “we felt that we ought to 

save.” Razovsky informed Mr. Broy that twelve or fifteen of the students already 

received scholarships to American universities. The students “were being cared for by a 

group especially interested in them” promised Razovsky.141 She further reassured Mr. 

Broy “that in no way would they become public charges.”142 Even if after the students 

finished their schooling, they could not find a paying job in the United States, the NCC 

would pay for them to start anew in another country.143 

 After explaining the situation to the Consul, Razovsky asked Mr. Broy if a letter 

from us to this effect would help him decide favorably on behalf of an applicant, and he 

assured me it would.” Razovsky was dogged in her pursuit to aid these Jewish refugees. 

She found those, like Mr. Broy, who had some power in making decisions regarding 

specific cases, made a convincing argument, and attempted to obtain a favorable outcome 

for those she helped. As Razovsky remarked after the fact, “Mr. Broy was very much 
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interested in the whole refugee problem, seemed to understand it and, on the whole, I 

thought was quite sympathetic to the needs of the refugee.”144 This was as much the 

product of the time and care which Razovsky put into these cases as it was the plight of 

the German refugees themselves. If she did not make a convincing argument as to why 

these individuals should be permitted entry to the United States, chances are Mr. Broy 

would not have been as amenable to help them.  Contrastingly, the success of Razovsky’s 

work was in many ways dependent on the good will of those working in the American 

consulate. As will be examined later, the roadblocks put up by just one individual in the 

State Department had the ability to derail all the time and effort Razovsky, the NCC, and 

these other relief groups put into rescue efforts of German Jews.   

 In addition to meeting with the American Consul, Razovsky sat down with a 

number of German Jewish refugees so that she could go over their immigration 

applications with them. Razovsky attempted to provide as much insight and aid as 

possible to each and every individual she met with. One example was that of Mrs. 

Levitov, a widow and mother from Germany. Mrs. Levitov applied for two of her 

children to be brought to the United States under the German Jewish Children’s Aid. 

When she tried to obtain visas for her children at the American Consul in Berlin, though, 

the Consul denied them “on the grounds of ill health.” The doctor who examined the 

children wrote on their health certificates that one child had Vulgaris and the other was 

nearsighted, neither of which seemed to Razovsky as reasons to have a visa denied.  

Regarding the children’s visas, Razovsky “promised Mrs. Levitov that [she] would take 

the matter up with the American Consul In Berlin,” but followed that statement with the 
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assertion that “on the other hand, since the German-Jewish Children’s Aid had decided 

not to take any more children, I did not see what could be done about the matter.”145 On 

one hand, Razovsky gave this woman false hope. Despite knowing full well that the 

GJCA halted all immigration of children through the organization due to a severe lack of 

funds, Razovsky pledged to see what she could do to evacuate Mrs. Levitov’s children.146 

On the other hand, Razovsky treated the mother with respect and tried her best to help the 

anxious woman who already went through a great deal of heartache. Razovsky’s words 

and actions indicate that she thought of these individuals as human beings first and 

refugees second, a phenomenon which these people, no doubt, had not regularly 

experienced since their ordeal began.  

 In one of the final conferences Razovsky had while in England, she met with Mrs. 

Ormerod, a representative of the British Quaker group known as the Friends Service 

Council. The situation surrounding a female German Catholic doctor who lived in the 

United States was one of the main topics of conversation. The woman married a Jewish 

physician. While on a visit back to Germany, the Nazis arrested her upon arrival and sent 

her to a concentration camp. After hearing of the woman’s imprisonment, the NCC had 

Mrs. Ormerod inquired with the German authorities to arrange for the woman to be let 

go. According to the officials Mrs. Ormerod corresponded with, “the woman they 

claimed had made slighting remarks about the Hitler youth.” The NCC arranged for the 

woman to receive permission to enter England once she was freed. Heinrich Himmler— 

the head of the Gestapo— told Mrs. Ormerod that “if the Quakers would guarantee that 

the woman would hold her mouth in the future they would release her.” Mrs. Ormerod 
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felt that the Quakers could not make that guarantee and decided the group could not do 

anything further for the woman.147  

 Once the Quakers withheld their aid, Razovsky stepped in to help the woman and 

her family. The daughter of the woman attended school in England and the father wanted 

to bring her to come live in the United States with him. Razovsky spoke with the 

American Consul on the matter and received a commitment of “immediate action and 

Mrs. Ormerod agreed to assist the child so that she could join her father soon.” For the 

woman, Razovsky contacted Mr. Corder Catchpool of the Berlin Friend’s Society.148  

Although deeply disturbed by the German government’s treatment of Jews, Mr. 

Catchpool maintained a working relationship with the Nazis to have permission to 

provide aid to German Jews.149 Razovsky had Mrs. Ormerod forward the letter from 

Himmler to Mr. Catchpool. Since Razovsky involved Mr. Catchpool in this predicament 

in which he presumably called on his contacts in the German government, the Gestapo 

released the woman and she returned to America to reunite with her husband and 

daughter.150  In contrast to Mrs. Ormerod, Razovsky could not sit by while a woman who 

did nothing more than speak her mind was unjustly imprisoned. Razovsky contacted the 

necessary people and ensured the woman’s safe return home. This situation once again 

highlights Razovsky’s persistence to investigate all possible avenues to rescue those in 

need, even when others in the relief community refused to go that extra step.  
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 Following her time in England, a Mrs. VanTyn implored Razovsky to come to 

Amsterdam to visit a refugee community known as Wierienger. Similar to her work in 

London, Razovsky met with various refugees, discussing the circumstances which led 

them to Amsterdam and attempting to advise them on what they needed to do in order to 

immigrate to places like the United States or South America. Like her talk with Mrs. 

Levitov, Razovsky spoke with a couple who had a cousin living in St. Louis, Missouri, 

and they hoped to obtain visas to stay with her or immigrate to South America. 

Unfortunately, the husband appeared to be quite sick. Razovsky predicted that the 

American government would not permit an individual as ill as this man to enter and live 

in the U.S. for fear of him becoming a public charge. Despite knowing that there was 

little she could do to rescue this man and his wife, Razovsky arranged for the cousin in 

St. Louis, Mrs. Ernest Jonas, to send remittances to her relatives in Amsterdam so that 

they could continue to live in the Netherlands.151 As her journey around Western Europe 

was making abundantly clear, there were so many more German Jewish refugees than the 

relief community could handle. Despite this sad reality, Razovsky did what little she 

could, administering more traditional relief such as arranging for remittances rather than 

taking part in the rescue work which she hoped she could bring to more vulnerable 

people.  

 In contrast to her one day in Holland, Razovsky spent five long days in Paris 

assessing the refugee situation and trying to find tangible ways for her and the NCC to 

provide more help.  Due to her longer stay in Paris and the desperate circumstances of a 

seemingly endless number of refugees, Dr. Bernhard Kahn of the Joint Distribution 

 
151  An Extensive Report by Cecilia Razovsky, 35. 



 

66 

Committee set aside space in the JDC’s office and provided Razovsky with 

stenographers. This setup allowed Razovsky to meet with more refugees and relief 

committee members in an organized fashion. She spent her first three days meeting with 

representatives from relief groups headquartered in Paris such as the International 

Students' Service of the Deutsches Coumission, the Œuvre de Secours aux Enfants 

(OSE), and the Legal Aid Committee.152  

 One of these mornings, Razovsky visited the group, Assistance Médicale, which 

was an organization created by German Refugee physicians and social workers. While 

the Assistance Médicale was not recognized by the French government as a relief 

organization because it was not formed in accordance with French laws, the organization 

filled a gaping hole in the aid needed for German refugees in Paris. Razovsky was 

pleasantly surprised by the efficient aid dispensed by the group, writing “the work they 

are doing is splendid and fills a great need in Paris.” The group started a school and 

nursery for children in which the families paid tuition in order to fund its continuance.  

Furthermore, the Assistance Médicale provided medical attention for those in the 

community. They also took care of about 800 children whose parents were in 

concentration camps. The Assistance Médicale’s goal was to evacuate children out of the 

center of Paris and to a camp outside the city or out of the country altogether to nations 

like Switzerland. 153 

 Despite all the hard work the Assistance Médicale administered on behalf of the 

refugees, Razovsky witnessed all that the group was not able to do. For example, 

Razovsky observed “there were a number of young girls living alone and there is no 
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committee to help them and watch over them.” She made such a remark after meeting a 

seventeen-year-old girl who came into the medical clinic. The girl boarded with another 

refugee family in Paris. Her parents left her behind so that they could find work abroad, 

recently moving to China to embark on such a mission.154 As one who historically felt for 

struggling refugee girls and young women— as signified with her earlier work in St. 

Louis and Cuba— Razovsky called on the aid of the French National Council of Jewish 

Women’s social worker, Miss Gelsenberger, to help with these young women. The 

NCJW maintained a home for unprotected girls in Paris, and Razovsky thought the group 

could help these especially defenseless refugees. Razovsky recounted how the NCJW 

social worker “admitted that they are not doing enough but claimed that they have no 

money.” Razovsky attempted to convey to Miss Gelsenberger “the need of getting the 

Jewish women together to try to care at least for these unprotected girls.” Furthermore, 

Razovsky tried to contact prominent French Jewish women in Paris to garner their 

support for the refugee girls and young women.155 In order to aid the situation of the 

unaccompanied Jewish young women and girls, Razovsky called upon her extensive 

network of connections to assist this particularly defenseless group of refugees and in 

doing so, she brought more awareness to the inhumane conditions Jewish refugees were 

forced into inhabiting in Paris.   

 Razovsky spent most of her fourth day in Paris at the American Consulate 

discussing the progress of twelve visa applicants with the American Consul, Mr. Tait. As 

she had done in her conference with the American Consul in Great Britain, Razovsky 

carefully explained the situation of each case and effectively expressed the importance of 
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getting these refugees to the United States. The advocacy Razovsky did on behalf of 

these refugees was taken seriously as Razovsky reported “that the very next day Paul 

Alexander [one of the refugees in question] called and received his visa without any 

delay.” Razovsky once again impressed the importance of the situation upon another 

American official. “He seemed to be quite understanding of the problem,” explained 

Razovsky of Mr. Tait. Mr. Tait suggested ways to improve the chances of refugees 

obtaining American visas such as having the NCC “centralize requests for information or 

reports on cases.” If the NCC followed his requests and made good on their commitment 

to ensure no refugee who entered the United States under their care would become a 

public charge, then Mr.Tait “might reopen the cases or give further consideration to 

them.”156 Razovsky was willing and even eager to implement the recommendations 

offered by Mr. Tait. The goal was to aid all the refugees she could and finding an ally like 

Mr. Tait to push through the necessary paperwork to rescue Jews from Europe was a 

critical part to accomplishing this goal. Razovsky wanted to find the flaws in the 

applications to evacuate the refugees faster and in turn make room for a new refugee to 

be aided.  

 Following her visit to the American Consulate, Razovsky rounded out the 

remainder of her time in Paris consulting and visiting the relief administered by other 

groups such as the OSE, HICEM, and the JDC. After meeting with these three groups and 

discussing the work they were doing given what little funds they had at their disposal, 

Razovsky’s report began taking on a tone of helplessness and desperation. On the overall 

state of the relief community in Paris, Razovsky wrote “with so much work to be done in 
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Paris and with so great a need, it seemed to me that it would take a year to organize the 

work efficiently and to help some of these people get straightened out.” But Razovsky 

did not have unlimited time and money to spend on creating an organized structure of 

relief in France as she did in the United States. “Here the German Jews are committing 

suicide daily so that thousands are losing their lives, and yet somehow we cannot seem to 

mobilize world influence on their behalf” Razovsky explained. In the face of all this 

adversity, realizing “the whole picture was indeed hopeless,” Razovsky continued 

fighting on. The French people cared  little about the Jewish refugees, many German 

Jews had no permanent housing and lived in sewer pipes by the Seine; the relief 

community in Paris endlessly fought about who should receive credit for providing aid, 

and there was a complete lack of funds even remotely administer enough relief to the 

refugees.157 Compared to what she saw in Great Britain and the Netherlands, the situation 

in Paris for German Jews was much worse. Although discouraged by the lack of 

humanity she witnessed in Paris, she knew that if she did not aid in rescuing and 

resettling these refugees, there would be few others to take her place. If she thought the 

conditions of the refugees in Paris were poor, then she was unprepared to witness the 

state of living of most Jews in Germany.  

 With German marks and luggage in hand, Razovsky boarded a train for Berlin 

arriving in the capital of the Reich on July 27. Her first order of business upon her 

morning arrival in Berlin was to meet with the in-country head of the GJCA, Dr. Kaethe 

Rosenheim, at Hotel Esplanade where Razovsky was staying.  The two women spent 

hours poring over the endless issues which came up concerning bringing German Jewish 
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children to the United States. By lunchtime, Razovsky was forced to confront the effects 

of Nazi rule. Razovsky and Rosenheim went to lunch at a cafe on the Kurfürstendamm, a 

famous Berlin Avenue.158 Razovsky described the restaurant as “empty” and “when I 

asked the waiter what had happened, he ascrived [ascribed] it to the fact the people had 

gone to the country.” Razovsky suspected, however, that the Cafe “had been attacked by 

the Nazis the week before.”159 While Razovsky was not present for the no doubt violent 

incident that took place in this Cafe, she felt strongly enough about the atmosphere which 

the episode left behind to include it in her report.  

 Razovsky also met with Mr. Lipshitz, a representative of the emigration aid group 

known as the Hilfsvorein. Just a few hours after the experience in the Kurfürstendamm 

cafe, Razovsky again was forced to confront what it meant to aid Jews and be Jewish in 

1930s Germany. Upon the two sitting down at a table, Razovsky noted of Lipshitz overall 

demeanor that “it was interesting to see how difficult he found it to talk in public.”160 But 

Lipshitz’s concerns were quickly affirmed when the pair noticed another patron reading 

The Völkischer Beobachter, a daily Nazi Party publication.161 Realizing they could not 

speak freely about their work in the presence of a Nazi sympathizer, Razovsky and 

Lipshitz quickly rose from their table and left. The two decided the safest way to talk was 

in hushed tones while walking in the dark of the summer night.162  
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 Razovsky appeared to have had a reason for including these run-ins with the 

Nazis in her report. Few American Jews were bold enough to venture into Germany in 

the summer of 1935. Consequently, it seems Razovsky felt the urge to keep record of the 

oppressive conditions enforced by the Nazis. Moreover, others in the American relief 

community needed to have access to this larger context to understand why her report 

sounded so alarmed in parts and why she advocated for more rescue and resettlement 

efforts even though the relief community was already stretched to their limits.  

 Over the following days in Germany, one of Razovsky’s tasks involved talking to 

Jews still living in Germany but who intended to leave and had put in applications for 

American visas.  Razovsky’s meetings brought her to the countryside outside of Berlin. 

Upon stepping onto the train platform, Razovsky’s eyes were immediately drawn to a 

sign that proclaimed, ‘Jews are not desired here.” Despite that blatant example of 

antisemitism, Razovsky continued to her meetings. In fact, with the help of an expert 

stenographer, Razovsky “was able to cover a great many cases on which we wanted more 

information.” Razovsky successfully collected data on a number of single men who were 

missing key information in their files.163  

 Razovsky’s hard work paid dividends as illustrated with the widow brought to her 

attention by the JDC.  Later during her stay in Germany, Razovsky went to the JDC’s 

Berlin office to meet with a handful of individuals regarding their American immigration 

cases. After advising on the case of a physician who immigrated to the United States and 

went “insane,’ Dr. Wishmitzer of the JDC informed Razovsky of the situation of a 

woman whose husband had recently passed away. The woman had a thirteen-year-old 
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daughter. When the husband died, the mother and daughter were left with no money. 

When she heard that the woman’s late husband had relatives in Houston, Texas, 

Razovsky contacted the Houston section of the NCJW who located the woman’s 

relatives. The family sent money through the NCJW back to the woman in Germany to 

provide for her. But Razovsky’s work with the widow was not done at the time she 

completed this report. Razovsky wrote “we hope to induce them [the relatives in 

Houston] to take the 13 years old child into their home.”164  

 While it is unclear whether or not Razovsky was successful in her resettlement 

efforts of the widow’s daughter, the case emphasizes the ways in which Razovsky 

operated in order to accomplish her work. For instance, with a vast network of local 

sections of the NCJW, Razovsky was able to make a few calls and enlist the help of local 

Houston women to find the widow’s relatives. Without such a network of trusted 

colleagues, such a mission would at best be much more difficult and at worst not feasible. 

Furthermore, instead of feeling content that she provided a level of relief for the widow, 

Razovsky knew she had the chance to resettle the daughter in the U.S. All of this did not 

happen overnight either. It appears to have been an ongoing case which required 

Razovsky’s persistence to make sure she was providing as much relief and rescue as her 

time and resources would allow.  

 Even when Razovsky's schedule allowed her some downtime, she sacrificed her 

relaxation to help a few more German Jews. Following a stressful meeting with the heads 

of Hilfsverein who had concerns about the work of the GJCA including why the group 

paused all further children from coming to the United States, Razovsky was met at her 

 
164  An Extensive Report by Cecilia Razovsky, 41. 



 

73 

hotel by a group of German Jews. 165 She spent time speaking with the worried people, 

dispensing information, and advice.166 Razovsky’s reputation preceded her. These 

desperate German Jews had dwindling options in their homeland, and they clearly heard 

Razovsky commanded some sway in obtaining visas for Jewish refugees. Razovsky 

readily gave up her well-deserved time off, if not to provide tangible aid, then to give 

these German Jews a peace of mind. Although Razovsky could not provide immediate 

aid while talking to these people, she at least gave them a sense of agency that they took 

action to get themselves and their families out of Germany.   

 Razovsky experienced a significant degree of push back to her work and the 

entire mission of the NCC by Prescott Childs, the American Vice-Consul to Berlin. This 

stood in stark contrast to the general support she received from the American Consuls in 

London and Paris. The day after she spoke to the unannounced group of German Jews at 

her hotel Razovsky spent most of the next day discussing cases at the American 

Consulate in Berlin. Her morning began with a brief meeting with the American Consul, 

Mr. Jenkins. Following her brief meeting with Mr. Jenkins, the remainder of Razovsky’s 

time at the Consulate was spent with Childs, conferring about certain cases. Shortly after 

sitting down with Childs and Mr. Warner, the technical advisor for the Department of 

Labor, Razovsky knew little would be accomplished. Her first comment regarding this 

meeting was that it was “painful.”167 As Razovsky noted, “case after case was discussed 

by him [Mr. Childs] in a very sarcastic, unsympathetic way.” She realized “instantly that 

I could not expect much in the way of relief from Mr. Childs.168 Receiving the same 
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reaction after the discussion of a number of cases, Razovsky decided to stop trying, 

commenting “I did not talk with him about the students’ plan since I saw it was 

hopeless.”169  Despite the fact that Razovsky gave up on winning over the support of the 

Vice-Consul, Childs was not done with Razovsky. Pertaining to the work Razovsky and 

the GJCA completed, Childs made snide remarks about the organization such as “I 

suppose all the children that you brought over are working already, aren’t they?” When 

Razovsky informed Child’s that the children were required to attend school until they 

were sixteen years old. Childs retorted “I thought they had all got jobs by this time. I 

understand you raised a lot of money to look after these children. How much money have 

you raised anyway?” Razovsky ignored the question.170 

 Childs was no fan of Razovsky and the work she conducted for the German 

Jewish community. Although she was treated poorly by Childs, she carried on the 

meeting with the Vice-Consul in a respectful manner. Razovsky’s ability to stay cool and 

collected in the face of such radiating disdain for her and her work, suggests she knew 

making a scene would hinder more than it would help the cases she was concerned with. 

Rather than acting upon her high emotions in the moment, Razovsky escalated the 

situation up the chain of command. Perhaps Childs did not know who Razovsky was and 

her connections in the American government, but she told Mr. Schoenfeld of the State 

Department- whose duties included overseeing the Western European theater- of what 

she experienced with Mr. Childs. As Razovsky explained, Schoenfeld was “deeply 

interested in my whole report of my European visit and particularly of my Berlin visit.” 
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With such an opening, Razovsky told Schoenfeld all about the attitude of Childs. Despite 

the lack of respect shown towards her and the work of the NCC, Razovsky gave Childs 

the benefit of the doubt pointing out to Schoenfeld “the only way I could account for Mr. 

Child’s talk was that possibly he was talking for the benefit of someone else in the 

room.”  Razovsky added “that knowing that I was Jewish and what I was representing I 

could not in any other way account for his pro-German attitude.”171  

 Although she took Mr. Childs’ disrespect in stride during their meeting, Razovsky 

was not willing to sit idly by while one individual stood in her way to make effective 

change in the lives of German Jews.  She did what she could, writing about it in this 

report and bringing it to the attention of people in the State and Labor Departments who 

had sway over the American Consulate in Berlin. In this situation, her skills, background, 

and connections in social work and advocacy taught her to know when it was the right 

time to be diplomatic, and when and to whom she should alert her concerns. 

 One of Razovsky’s final stops in Europe was a two and a half day visit in Geneva, 

Switzerland. Just as she had done in each country prior, Razovsky met with refugees to 

discuss their American immigration cases. In a successful epilogue to her visit, one of the 

refugees Razovsky aided in Geneva- a male student who the NCC expressed interest in- 

made it through the immigration process and moved to New York City. Since coming 

home, Razovsky happily wrote “this young man has called at our office in New York.” 

Overall, Razovsky was content with the work conducted by the Swiss relief community 

and felt relieved that there was little she needed to do. After wrapping up her work in 

Geneva, Razovsky spent a final few days in Paris, tying up some loose ends with the JDC 
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and the Jewish refugees. At long last, Razovsky boarded the S.S. Majestic and 

disembarked in New York Harbor on August 6, 1935.172 

 Over the course of the next two months, Razovsky followed up on many of the 

cases she dealt with while abroad and worked to put this report of her European trip 

together. She ended her report with five “recommendations” of things the NCC needed to 

do to better aid the relief efforts in Europe. One of Razovsky’s proposals was a direct 

result of what she saw and experienced while in Berlin. The suggestion advocated for “an 

effort be made to increase the admission of immigrants from Germany to the United 

States,” a notion she had repeatedly pushed for since the rise of Hitler.173 The need to 

evacuate more Jews out of Germany and bring them to America was reinforced in 

Razovsky’s mind by what she experienced firsthand in the Reich. Being Jewish in 

Germany was becoming increasingly more dangerous. Jews could not speak freely in 

public and faced frequent and unprovoked violence far too often. The NCC needed to 

double down and make an even more concerted effort to bring German Jews to safety in 

places like the United States. Razovsky’s report made clear that the terror inflicted on 

German Jews was only getting worse and Razovsky had a well–observed sense that the 

German government would make it far more difficult to rescue these persecuted people.  

 Razovsky’s final recommendation was also the product of what she experienced 

while in Europe. She suggested “that where refugees have been living§ in European 

countries outside of Germany before coming to the U.S. we should clear with the 

committee of that country to enable the local committee to adequately handle the 

situation.” This was a concern for Razovsky due to the lack of organization she witnessed 
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in the European relief community. To prevent further confusion and foster a sense of 

unity among the relief organizations, keeping an open line of communication and 

transparency would go a long way to instilling some sense of order in these rescue 

efforts.  Razovsky’s presence gave hope to the German Jews. Having an American 

representative from the NCC or another relief organization would give the parties 

involved in the immigration process an outlet to express their concerns, the ability to 

obtain advice, and a sense that they were doing something to get themselves or others out 

of Europe. Without hope that they could be rescued, the words which started off this 

section, “The will to act and the will to live are being crushed by the depressing 

conditions in Germany,”  ring with much more truth.174 Razovsky concluded her report 

with a warning: “it is easier already for most of them [German Jews] to submit rather 

than struggle for freedom,” Razovsky attempted to wake up the American relief 

community and get them to realize that what was happening in Germany was far more 

serious than anyone in America had ever thought.175  

 This trip tested all of the skills Razovsky developed over her twenty-four years 

working as a social worker and immigrant advocate.  She called on many of her 

connections in the relief community, dispensed advice to anyone that came to her, and 

treated each and every person with the dignity and respect that they deserved. Even more 

significant was the fact that Razovsky risked her own personal safety as a Jew to venture 

into Germany to provide as much relief as she possibly could to a group of people who 

faced oppression and persecution for merely being Jewish.  Razovsky’s sense of duty to 

rescue and relief work drove her to do such a difficult job, but the prospect of saving just 
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one more person propelled her to keep going in the face of such hate for those people 

who were no different than her.   



 

79 

Conclusion  
 
 

 In the two and a half years between Hitler’s rise to power in January 1933 and the 

passage of the Nuremberg Laws in September 1935, Cecilia Razovsky’s extensive 

background, skills, and connections enabled her to not only identify and sound the alarm 

bells in regard to rescuing German Jews from the Reich, but she also put together and 

carried out plans to evacuate German Jews and resettle them in places like the United 

States.  At a time when few others in the American relief community acknowledged the 

potentially dire consequences of the persecution experienced by German Jews, Razovsky 

recognized the especially cruel antisemitism enacted by the German people and 

government. That awareness emerged from her years interacting and resettling Jewish 

refugees with the National Council of Jewish Women.  As a result of her years as a social 

worker and immigrant advocate, Razovsky had a sense of what programs had to be put in 

place to successfully rescue and resettle German Jews. From 1920 to 1934, Razovsky 

served as Secretary of the National Council of Jewish Women’s Department of  

Immigrant Aid. Razovsky’s notable duties as Secretary involved setting up a system to 

successfully resettle European Jews in Cuba and beginning the NCJW’s initial efforts to 

evacuate and move German Jews to the United States from the onset of Nazi oppression. 

Razovsky was instrumental in the creation and management of the National Coordinating 

Committee for Aid to Refugees and Emigrants Coming from Germany and the German 

Jewish Children’s Aid, serving as Executive Director of both groups from 1934 to 1939. 

Through all her hard work aiding Jewish refugees, Razovsky ensured that each refugee 

she talked with or aided was treated as a person first and a refugee second.  
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 Razovsky’s unusually early involvement in rescuing and resettling German Jews, 

gave her access to avenues for evacuation and relief which were not an option later in the 

Nazi reign. Although the United States enforced strict immigration quotas, Razovsky was 

well-informed on how to navigate the American visa process and successfully aided 

thousands of German Jews in making it to safety in the United States. (When war broke 

out in September 1939, the Nazi government had all but barred Jews from leaving the 

country. Subsequently, very few German Jews were able to immigrate to America.) 

Additionally, Razovsky’s early rescue work allowed her to help move Jews out of 

Germany and to relatively safer places like the Netherlands, France, and England while 

the refugees waited for their American visas or the opportunity to start a new life in 

places like South America. When the Nazis began invading and seizing land all across 

Europe, the opportunity to temporarily resettle German Jews in other countries 

disappeared.  

 The importance of connections during this pre–Nuremberg period cannot be 

overstated. As seen in Razovsky’s 1935 trip to Europe, the better connected a Jewish 

refugee was, the more likely they were to get in front of people like Razovsky – either in 

person or through correspondence– who then acted as a liaison on their behalf to the 

American government. Although the local relief organizations brought particularly urgent 

or exceptional cases to Razovsky’s attention, many of those Jewish refugees she aided on 

the trip were well-connected Jewish scholars or students. These individuals were much 

more likely to know someone in the relief organizations or in the United States who 

could then help advocate for their entry to the U.S. Then, as these students and scholars 

had easily transferable skills which could aid the American economy, the likelihood of 
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them obtaining a visa were much better than a German Jew from a more peasant 

background. Razovsky, too, utilized her connections in a vital way. As someone who was 

well-connected in the relief community and the American government due to her years as 

a social worker and immigrant advocate, Razovsky called upon these networks to provide 

relief, rescue, and resettle many German Jews in the United States and South America.  

 Given all the extraordinary work she performed in aiding German Jewish 

refugees, Razovsky managed to take her work a step further when she traveled to 

Western Europe in July of 1935 to assess the state of ongoing rescue operations and to 

provide aid and advice to Jewish refugees and the European relief organizations. Despite 

the horrible conditions experienced by German Jews in places like France and Germany, 

Razovsky did not let herself get discouraged, but rather, doubled down on the support she 

could provide and made recommendations to the American relief community on how 

they could respond to the ever- worsening situation in Europe. Furthermore, Razovsky, 

herself Jewish, sacrificed her own safety to venture into Berlin. As her actions reveal, 

Razovsky believed the plight of German Jews was a much greater cause than her personal 

well-being and willingly entered Germany to aid in the rescue efforts.  

 Despite all the successes which came out of her visiting Europe, Razovsky’s 

European trip revealed some of the insurmountable obstacles which limited her ability to 

rescue and provide relief to more German Jews. As the case of Mr. Childs illustrates, a 

single person had the power to upend all of the work Razovsky and the European relief 

communities put into rescuing German Jews. The United States and Germany both 

stacked the odds against Razovsky and her efforts by making the process to immigrate 

incredibly complicated and difficult.  Even before the start of World War II and long 



 

82 

before plans for the mass eradication of Europe’s Jews were enacted. Razovsky’s power 

to aid German Jews faced what seemed like a myriad of severe challenges, some of 

which she could never overcome.  

 This examination of Razovsky’s work in the first half of the 1930s adds a layer of 

nuance to the existing scholarship on rescue and resettlement efforts of Jews during the 

Holocaust. Previous scholarship on the subject focuses primarily on daring missions done 

by men to evacuate other prominent men from Nazi controlled areas. The extraordinary 

efforts of Varian Fry, for example, have been the subject of a number of books and, most 

recently, a television series. Although Razovsky’s journey into Germany was irrefutably 

brave, most of her efforts would not make for a thrilling movie plot. It involved 

meetings– many of them frustrating and fruitless– endless correspondence, and countless 

hours trying to navigate the legal obstacles to resettlement in the U.S. and elsewhere. For 

all their lack of glamor, however, Razovsky’s contributions to the rescue effort were no 

less important. Her extraordinary foresight in sounding the alarm bells as early as 1933 

and her insistence that resettlement rescue involved more than securing a visa, made her 

an essential if, in the end, inadequate actor in the great tragedy of the 1930s and 1940s. 

 Through the ups and downs of her efforts to rescue and resettle German Jews, 

Razovsky made a difference. At a time when few people in the United States paid heed to 

the plight of German Jews, and isolationist, anti-immigrant American government 

officials turned a blind eye to the developing horrors of Nazi antisemitic policies, 

Razovsky nearly immediately put together plans to bring over and successfully helped 

Jewish refugees start anew in the United States. Even when Razovsky came up against 

odds which she knew she would likely lose, she continued to work to raise public 
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awareness and to devise strategies to raise the chances– however small– of success. The 

fact that Razovsky accomplished all that she did with many people, organizations, and 

governments happy to see her fail, was a remarkable feat.  
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Epilogue   
 
 

 The career of Cecilia Razovsky spanned across six decades and in that time, she 

helped to rescue, resettle, and provide relief to thousands of refugees fleeing oppressive 

conditions in their homelands. Following her European trip in the summer of 1935, 

Razovsky continued to work as Executive Director for the National Coordinating 

Committee and the German Jewish Children’s Aid. Under the stress of what appeared to 

be an imminent war, the NCC merged with three other groups to become the National 

Refugee Service in which Razovsky served as Director of the newly established 

Migration Department and later as Assistant to the Executive Director.176  After an 

unexplained demotion in pay, title, and responsibilities in 1943, Razovsky left the NRS 

and began working with the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Agency (UNRRA) 

as a Displaced Persons Specialist, the UNRRA sent Razovsky to liberated France to aid 

with those left in the wake of the war.177 Razovsky spent much of 1944 through June 

1946 in Europe, periodically loaned out by the UNRRA to the American Jewish Joint 

Distribution Committee in Paris to aid with their displaced persons efforts.178  

 Although the war was officially over, Razovsky spent much of the next twenty 

years of her life picking up the pieces of shattered lives the Axis powers left behind in 

Europe. One of her main initiatives throughout the remainder of the 1940s, 1950s, and 

1960s involved going back to some of her earlier work and resettling displaced persons 
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and refugees in South American countries.179 While working for a number of different 

groups such as the AJDC, the United Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society Service, and by the 

volition and interest of  her and her husband, Razovsky studied, laid the framework, and  

followed up with Jewish refugees who settled in South America.180 Furthermore, 

Razovsky continued to work for groups such as HIAS and the UNRRA as a speaker, 

bringing awareness across America of the ongoing plight of refugees struggling to 

resume their lives after the  conclusion of the Second World War.181 Also concerned with 

a new generation of immigrants coming to the United States, Razovsky worked as a 

social worker in places like El Paso, Texas, to aid refugees of American and Cuban 

descent who came to America for a better life.182 Even with failing health, Razovsky 

continued to help refugees. In 1967– at the age of eighty— Razovsky assumed the role of 

Chairman of the International Committee for Social Work in San Diego, California. In 

her final recorded project, Razovsky was in the process of creating an agency to aid with 

the issues faced by Mexican Americans and undocumented migrants.183  

 After a long career helping others in which she rarely took time for herself, 

Razovsky lost her battle to a prolonged illness on September 27, 1968.184 Just as the case 

with most individuals. Razovsky and her well over sixty-year career helping children, 

refugees and immigrants has silently faded away. Unlike most people, though, Razovsky 

was an unsung hero throughout much of her career, but most particularly, with her 

extraordinary early efforts to rescue and resettle German Jews before most in the 
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international relief community even noticed what was occurring in the Third Reich. From 

the rise of the Nazi party in 1933 to the passage of the oppressive Nuremberg Laws in 

September 1935, Razovsky tirelessly utilized her extensive knowledge, vast network, and 

well-sharpened skills in social work and immigrant advocacy to recognize the 

particularly heinous conditions in Germany and immediately initiated rescue and 

resettlement efforts to save this persecuted group. Through her early acknowledgement of 

the plight of German Jews, creating groups such as the NCC and the GJCA, and visiting 

and attempting to provide aid and advocate those who were stuck in Western Europe, 

Razovsky left an indelible mark on thousands of people. Without her exceptionally hard 

work to evacuate German Jews from the epicenter of evil, many more names would be 

present on the list of over six million Jews who perished in the Holocaust. Few other 

people before and during World War II made as large of an impact on the international 

relief community and yet, we as a collective society do not know Cecilia Razovsky’s 

name or story. In a world where genocide unfortunately, still takes place, let Razovsky’s 

work remind us that it falls upon each and every citizen of the world to stand up when 

injustices occur and when evil appears to prevail, we, like Razovsky, must have the 

courage to do something and help those in need.  
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