
collecting information and helping plan relief operations. “It is impossible to
describe the utter despair of all classes of Jews in Germany,” he wrote in early May
1933 to Boas. “The thoroughness with which they are being hunted out and stopped
short in their careers is appalling. Unless help comes from the outside, there is no
outlook for thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands, except starvation or the
sleeping pill. It is a gigantic ‘cold’ pogrom. And it is not only against Jews;
Communists, of course, are included, but are not singled out racially; social
democrats and liberals generally are coming under the ban, especially if they protest
in the least against the Nazi movement. Please note that I am not speaking from
hearsay: I know people, friends in many classes - scientists, scholars, doctors,
lawyers, business men, economists, etc.”29 Ultimately, some 6000 displaced
scholars and professional persons from Europe applied to the New York-based
Emergency Committee, out of which 335 were granted assistance.30 Hungarians
applying for (and eventually receiving) grants or fellowships either left Germany in
1933-34 (I), or left Hungary after anti-Semitic legislation was introduced there in
1938-41 (II).31 The incomplete list of indisputably Hungarian names includes:

I. Ladislaus (László) Farkas
Melchior (Menyhért) Pályi
Otto Szász
Gabriel (Gábor) Szegõ
Leo Szilárd
Edward (Ede) Teller
Paul (Pál) Neményi
Imre Weisz
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29 Benjamin Liebowitz to Ernst P. Boas, London, May 4, 1933, Leo Szilard Papers, Box
12, Folder 4, Mandeville Department of Special Collections, University of California,
San Diego Library, La Jolla, CA.

30 Emergency Committee in Aid of Displaced Foreign Scholars, New York Public
Library, Manuscripts and Archives Division, New York, N.Y.—For a brief history of
the Committee see Laura Fermi, Illustrious Immigrants, op. cit., pp. 76-78.

31 Ibid., 195 boxes of correspondence and papers.



II. Dezsõ Rapaport
Stephan Sárközi de Somogyi-Schill
Egon Wellesz
George Pólya
Nelly Szent-Györgyi
Ladislas (László) Tisza
Charles de Tolnay
Rusztem Vámbéry

The following Hungarians applied for aid to the Emergency Committee but were
refused:

I. Willy (Vilmos) Fellner
A. B. Halasi
Friedrich (Frigyes) Antal

II. Elizabeth M. Hajós
Michael Erdélyi
Francis (Ferenc) de Kõrösy
Eugene (Jenõ) Lukács
Elemér Balogh
Zoltán Fekete
Imre Ferenczi
Béla Frank
Nicholas (Miklós) Halász
Péter Havas
Hugo Ignotus
Aurél Thomas Kolnai
René Fueloep [Fülöp]-Miller
Béla Bartók

Altogether some 65 Hungarians appear on the applicants’ lists of the New York
Emergency Committee. They were almost exclusively Jewish-Hungarian (certainly
not Béla Bartók) and left their country, directly or indirectly, for the U. S., because
they were Jewish. The greater part of these left Hungary after the institution of the
anti-Semitic laws of Hungary between 1938-41. A sizable group, however, had
already left in, or right after, 1933, through Germany. Even the small sample of
people who turned to the Emergency Committee demonstrates that many who were
registered as German when the 1933 exodus started were, in fact, immigrants to
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Germany from Hungary. Their list included scientists Leo Szilard and Edward
Teller as well as mathematicians Otto Szász and Gábor Szegõ.32

Hungarians had a particular sensitivity to the emergency situation in Germany
because of a strong sense of déja-vu. The rise of anti-Semitism and anti-foreignism,

as well as the persecution and threat they were subjected to in Germany was strongly

reminiscent of the Hungarian ordeal of 1919-20. As it is well-known, the post-war

emigration from Hungary to Germany was largely due to anti-Semitic legislation

and other actions of the Hungarian government. This created a sensitivity, which

made some of the Hungarians in Germany extremely active and successful leaders

of the rescue operations that saved the lives and careers of several thousand

scientists and scholars in Germany.

The Escape of Michael Polanyi

Michael Polanyi was offered an opportunity to leave Germany before the Nazi

takeover. In early 1932, the University of Manchester in Great Britain invited him to

become professor of physical chemistry. Polanyi hesitated to leave Germany,

“where I am rooted with the greater part of my being.”33 He also felt that it was
unfair to leave Germany when it was in such a difficult situation. “I am unwilling to
leave a community which is currently in difficulty after sharing the good times
earlier,” he answered to Professor Lapworth in Manchester. Nevertheless, he started
to make inquiries into the situation at the University of Manchester and established a
large set of preconditions in case he decided to come. He demanded that a new
laboratory consisting of a suite of 8-10 rooms be built for him for the considerable
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32 This list is based on the documents of the Emergency Committee in Aid of Displaced
Foreign Scholars kept in the Manuscripts and Archives Division of the New York
Public Library, New York, N.Y. Robin E. Rider compiled a list of mathematicians
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activities or to other Hungarian contributions to the establishment of the Academic
Assistance Council or that of the Emergency Committee.—The names listed here are
based on my own research. I am grateful to Dr. Gábor Palló for additional information
based on his research in the same collection.

33 Michael Polanyi to Arthur Lapworth, Berlin, March 15, 1932 (German), Michael
Polanyi Papers, Box 2, Folder 8, Department of Special Collections, University of
Chicago Library, Chicago, Ill.



sum of £20-25,000, equipped with apparatus costing £10,000 and complete with
8-10 “personal collaborators” to work with.34

The University of Manchester turned to the Rockefeller Foundation to support
Polanyi’s new physical chemical laboratories, but was determined to go ahead with
the plans itself even before the Foundation responded. Throughout the year 1932,
intensive planning was carried out to prepare the venture and in mid-December,
Vice-Chancellor Walter H. Moberly sent a formal invitation to Polanyi to take the
Chair of Physical Chemistry at Manchester for an annual stipend of £1500.35 As late
as Christmas 1932, the University was in the midst of planning to erect the new
building “as quickly as possible” so that it comply “fully with the requirements of
yourself and Professor Lapworth.”36

By mid-January 1933, Polanyi came to the conclusion that he would not go to
Britain. Two weeks before Hitler’s takeover he declined to accept the invitation to
Manchester citing his unwillingness to settle for good in Manchester, as well as the
poor climatic conditions of the area as his main reasons.37 Though at first he
believed that his military service during World War I would make him exempt from
the early anti-Semitic legislation of the Third Reich and would leave him secure in
his position at the University, he realized within weeks the gravity of his mistake.
He indicated to his British friends that he had changed his mind and was now ready
“to accept the chair in Manchester on any conditions that are considered fair and
reasonable by the University, in consideration of the changes that have occurred
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34 A. J. [?] Allmand to Michael Polanyi, West Hampstead, May 17, 1932, Michael
Polanyi Papers, Box 2, Folder 8, Department of Special Collections, University of
Chicago Library, Chicago, Ill.

35 F. G. Donnan to Michael Polanyi, London, May 19, 1932; Arthur Lapworth to
Michael Polanyi, Manchester, June 3 and November 27, 1932; Walter H. Moberly to
Michael Polanyi, Manchester, December 15, 1932; Michael Polanyi Papers, Box 2,
Folders 8 and 10, Department of Special Collections, University of Chicago Library,
Chicago, Ill.—By comparison, the average professor received £1200 p.a. at the
University of Cambridge, according to Nobel Laureate Paul A. M. Dirac (Physics
1933). P. A. M. Dirac to John Von Neumann, Cambridge, January 12, 1934, John
Von Neumann Papers, Box 7, “1933: Some very interesting letters to J. v. N.,”
Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.

36 E. D. Simon to Michael Polanyi, Manchster, December 22, 1932, Michael Polanyi
Papers, Box 2, Folder 10, Department of Special Collections, University of Chicago
Library, Chicago, Ill.

37 Michael Polanyi to Arthur Lapworth, Berlin, January 13, 1933; Michael Polanyi to F.
G. Donnan, Berlin, January 17, 1933, Michael Polanyi Papers, Box 2, Folder 11,
Department of Special Collections, University of Chicago Library, Chicago, Ill.



since January.”38 It was almost too late: Manchester had in the meantime invited an
organic chemist, and though a modest invitation was in fact extended to Polanyi as a
third professor, “the University could not give a salary of more than £1250, and as
they have in the meantime embarked on other projects as capital expenditure, they
would not be able to embark on the proposed new laboratory for at least two or three
years.”39 Also, an invitation in early May 1933 to take a Research Professorship in
Physical Chemistry at the Carnegie Institute of Technology in Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania, came again too late: by then Polanyi, well known in the United States
from Princeton to Minnesota, had made his arrangements to go to England.40 On
April 26, 1933 the Neues Wiener Abendblatt reported the resignation of Professor
Polanyi in Berlin; on July 14 The Manchester Guardian announced his invitation to
the Chair of Physical Chemistry at the University of Manchester.41

It is important to observe closely Polanyi’s hesitation to relocate to Manchester
in 1932-33. For people like Polanyi, deeply rooted in the ideas and ideals of 19th
century liberalism, with a tolerant vision of the world and of science, it was difficult
to accept the reality of the brutal and manipulative forces of interwar totalitarian
systems. He belonged to a generation of scientists which, for the first time in human
history, had to witness, and were consequently shocked by, the misuse of science for
terrifying autocratic purposes. Polanyi first noticed these threats to freedom in the
Soviet Union where he had paid well documented visits in 1930, 1932 and 1935.
According to a note in his Personal Knowledge he met with Bukharin, who had even
personally tried to convince him “that pure science, as distinct from technology, can
exist only in a class society.”42 In due course the director of the Institute of Physical
Chemistry in Leningrad, the prospective Nobel Laureate Nikolai N. Semenov,
offered a department to Polanyi in his institute; Polanyi declined the job but
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Folder 11, Department of Special Collections, University of Chicago Library,
Chicago, Ill.

39 F. G. Donnan to Michael Polanyi, London, April 7, 1933, Michael Polanyi Papers,
Box 2, Folder 11, Department of Special Collections, University of Chicago Library,
Chicago, Ill.

40 Thomas S. Baker to Michael Polanyi, May 10 and June 1, 1933, Michael Polanyi
Papers, Box 2, Folder 12, Department of Special Collections, University of Chicago
Library, Chicago, Ill. Cp. William Foster, “Princeton’s New Chemical Laboratory,”
Journal of Chemical Education, Vol. 6, No. 12, December, 1929, pp. 2094-2095.

41 Clippings, Michael Polanyi Papers, Box 45, Folder 3; Box 46, Folder 4; Department
of Special Collections, University of Chicago Library, Chicago, Ill.

42 Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge. Towards a Post-Critical Philosophy (Chicago,
Ill.: The University of Chicago Press, 1958), p. 238.



consented to come to Leningrad for regular consultations (for six weeks twice a
year).43 At this point, around 1932, Michael Polanyi came to accept the opinion of
his brother who at that point was very critical of what went on in Stalin’s country
and, as Karl reported happily to their mother, they reached an understanding as to
“our views of the Soviet Union that were dividing us for such a long time [and] now
considerably coincide.”44

It was at this junction that Polanyi was forced to understand the potential threat
of a political change in Germany as well. Almost until it was too late, he had
believed in the strength and survival of all the tolerant and liberal political and social
values of Weimar Germany and found a right wing takeover unlikely. Polanyi was
not alone in his misjudgement: as late as January 1933 the operetta Ball im Savoy by
Hungarian Berliner Paul Abraham was played with enormous success in Berlin and
sung by Hungarian stars Gitta Alpár and Rózsi Bársony — a composer and two
singers who, within a matter of a few weeks, had no place in Hitler’s Germany
officially turned anti-Semitic.45 Fairly recent films like Cabaret, Mephisto, or Julia,

or the short stories of British author Christopher Isherwood chronicled the
breathtaking immediacy of change from Weimar to Nazi Germany. Living the
sheltered life of a Berlin University professor, Polanyi, with many other refugee
foreigners as well as Germans, was in fact both unprepared and unwilling to realize
the dangers of an eventual Nazi dictatorship. He received ample warning: already in
the Summer of 1932, friends urged him to give up his naiveté as to the chances of
preserving the political situation in Germany. “If we lift our leg we must put it down
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43 N. Semenoff—M. Polanyi Correspondence, 1930-1932, Michael Polanyi Papers, Box
2, Department of Special Collections, University of Chicago Library, Chicago, Ill.
Cp. The New Encyclopaedia Britannica, Chicago, 1990, Vol. 10, p. 629. — Other
Hungarians in Berlin also received invitation to work in the Soviet Union: young
musician János Kerekes, then in Berlin, was contracted in 1934 by conductor György
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foreign experts was routine (János Kerekes’ contract with Radio Moscow, courtesy
János Kerekes; taped interview with Budapest Opera conductor János Kerekes, 1988).
Indeed, somewhat earlier, in 1928, Hungarian violinist Joseph Szigeti was also invited
to the Leningrad Conservatory to be the follower of Hungarian-born violin professor
Leopold Auer. (A[lexander K]. Glazounow, A. Ossowsky and A[lexander V].
Alexandrow, Conservatoire de Léningrad to Joseph Szigeti, Leningrad, 1928, Boston
University, Mugar Memorial Library, Joseph Szigeti Papers, Box 1, Folder 3.)

44 Karl Polanyi to Cecil Polányi, September 27, 1932, [German] Michael Polanyi
Papers, Box 18, Folder 2, Department of Special Collections, University of Chicago
Library, Chicago, Ill.

45 Personal memories of Mrs. Éva Kerekes, August 1994.



somewhere, forwards or backwards, right or left!”46– he was urged by a friend of the
family.

Radical shifts in the German political scene seem to have represented a much
more fundamental shock for Polanyi than totalitarian symptoms in the Soviet
Union. For liberal, often left-wing émigré intellectuals and professionals from
post-War Hungary, it was a painful and threatening experience to realize that the
country which throughout the 1920s had proved to be a lasting shelter, was now
about to stop serving as a political asylum: Weimar Germany was being rapidly
transformed into the terrorizing Third Reich. It was almost unfathomable that the
freedom of Europe he had experienced as a young man was gone.

That Polanyi’s philosophical inquiries grew out of not only his scientific
investigations but, to a great extent, the political drama he witnessed in Germany as
well as in the Soviet Union, was clearly indicated in his 1933 correspondence with
Eugene Wigner who reflected on his friend’s concerns as to the purpose of science.
It was the twin experience of Soviet-Russian and Nazi-German totalitarianism, a
shock for Polanyi’s entire generation,47 that ultimately forced him to accept asylum
in England. Fully understanding in 1934 the nature of forces threatening his
freedom, and the freedom of science in general, he started to make a “Copernican
turn,” changing not only his country of residence but also his language and his field
of research. In this sense, Polanyi chose a very special, complex form of emigration:
first he left medicine, then Hungary and the Hungarian language, then he left
Germany for Britain, as well as science for philosophy, and chose English rather
than German as an exclusive language of publication. It was due to this enormous
change that he felt compelled to define and understand the social position of
knowledge and science. Throughout his long journey from the “peace” of
pre-World War I Hungary through Weimar Germany and into England, Polanyi
pursued democracy and a liberal scientific atmosphere, broadening at the same time
his own intellectual horizon, from a narrower scientific discipline, towards a
philosophy of knowledge that was to become sensitive to both ethical and political
issues. “I must admit,” Wigner wrote to Polanyi from Budapest,

that the difficulties that I felt so acutely in Berlin are somewhat blurred here.
It is so difficult to speak of these things — I think we are afraid that we may
come to a ‘false’, i.e. unpleasant result. We have all gone through these
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questions at the age of 18 and had to give them up as insoluble, and then we
have forgotten them. At our age when one is no longer geared so very much
towards success, it is more difficult to do so. It seems to be an undertaking of
ridiculous courage to be willing to question whether or not all that we have
lived for, culture, righteousness, science, has a purpose. … I know that you
have been dealing with these thoughts for a long time. … Even if the basic
problem is insoluble, when the purpose of science is concerned particularly,
… the answer must contain the basic questions.”48

Polanyi’s combined inquiries as a scientist and a philosopher resulted ultimately
in the 1951-52 Gifford Lectures at the University of Aberdeen in Scotland which
served as the basis of his celebrated Personal Knowledge.49 Becoming a
philosopher seems to have been Polanyi’s way out of the frustrations that he faced as
a scientist.

The Anatomy of Networking: American Patterns

Bonding, networking, cohorting within and, less often, between various factions
of the Hungarian exile community became more intense than ever during the War
years, all of which was abundantly documented by their correspondence.

Understanding the nature of networking is essential to appreciating the social
structure of immigrant groups and their ties to prospective newcomers. Because the
bulk of the U.S. immigration quota was earmarked by preferences for one sort of
immigrant or another, and non-quota emigration was greatly dependent upon letters
of recommendations, affidavits and invitations from fellow nationals who had
become U. S. citizens, the social composition of the exile community was virtually
self-perpetuating.50 Because of this, there was very little chance to incorporate new
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elements or groups. Farming areas welcomed prospective farmers, professionals
attracted fellow professionals, Gentiles invited Gentiles, and Jews welcomed Jews.
Thus, American immigration policies, especially during the long period between
1924 and 1965, contributed to the growth and stable characteristics of existing
social patterns in the immigrant communities. Even though we have had access to a
limited number and type of sources regarding this information, based on the private
papers of Jewish-Hungarian scientists and other professionals, this observation
seems valid. Statistical evidence regarding all U. S. immigrant visas issued,
including enclosed personal material, still needs to be examined. Nonetheless, it
may prove enlightening to survey some case studies which have become available.

Jewish-Hungarians were first warned of the increasing Nazi danger by the
Anschluss of neighboring Austria by Germany. As the small Hungarian quota was
entirely filled for years ahead, immigration into the U. S. seemed possible only for
scientists who had received an invitation to a particular university or research
institute. Thus, many scientists embarked on a desperate struggle to obtain
invitations. “I beg you to give me your assistance in this difficult situation,” pleaded
the eminent Viennese-Hungarian mycologist József Szûcs to potential employers
through his mentor, Theodore von Kármán, who was one of the most willing
supporters of refugee scientists.51 Also begging for Von Kármán’s support was a
young aeronautical engineer, Miklós Hoff from Budapest, who himself did indeed
receive his first U. S. job, as an instructor in Brooklyn, through Von Kármán.52

Vilmos Szilasi explained to his cousin Theodore von Kármán that the letter of
affidavit should make it very clear that “you knew me since our childhood and give
the explicit assurance, that my immigration would not be inimical to the interest of
the United States” and “that you assume the responsibility of keeping yourself
informed of my conduct in the U. S. as well as immediately reporting to the
Department of Justice any irregularity in my activities.”53

An invitation by itself was not enough: appointments to a particular job had to be
for at least two years. When Professor Gábor Szegõ secured sufficient funds to
invite for a year to Stanford his longtime associate and friend, the distinguished

123

51 Dr Josef Szûcs to Theodore von Kármán, and Enclosure, Wien, June 29, 1938,
Theodore von Kármán Papers, File 29.20, California Institute of Technology
Archives, Pasadena, CA.

52 Miklós Hoff to Theodore von Kármán, Budapest, September 19, 1938 and Palo Alto,
CA, April 20, 1940, Theodore von Kármán Papers, File 13.20, California Institute of
Technology Archives, Pasadena, CA.

53 Wilhelm Szilasi to Theodore von Kármán, Lisboa, May 20, 1941, Theodore von
Kármán Papers, File 29.20, California Institute of Technology Archives, Pasadena,
CA.



mathematician George Pólya from Switzerland, “the American Consul in Zurich
refused to admit him on non-quota basis because of the temporary character of the
appointment.”54 In a desperate attempt to get his friend out of Europe, Szegõ turned
to Von Kármán to secure an additional invitation for Pólya from CalTech. “You
understand that although Pólya is not in a concentration camp and not yet dismissed,
his situation is very dangerous and he tries desperately to get out before it is too
late,” Szegõ wrote to Von Kármán.55 “It is not necessary to stress how urgent the
case is. Every day may bring new restrictions and difficulties.”56 The Pólyas left
Zurich via Portugal for the U. S. in 1940 where Pólya ultimately succeeded in
obtaining a two year teaching position at Brown University and Smith College
before joining the Stanford Faculty in 1942, to remain there until the end of his very
long life.57

The noted Budapest lung and TB specialist Gyula Holló, a member of the
Polányi family and a personal physician of Béla Bartók, Dezsõ Kosztolányi, Frigyes
Karinthy and Joseph Szigeti, turned to his former patient John Von Neumann to
support him

by drawing the attention of some influential person who could help me to get
a job or an invitation or give instructions through the State Department to the
Consulate in Budapest so that I get a non-quota place (which is not
unprecedented) or, and this seems to be the most realistic idea, prepares the
way and helps me if I come as a visitor searching for a job personally.58

Dr. Holló succeeded in getting out of Hungary and accepted a position at
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