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Abstract: After the suppression of the 1956 uprising in Hungary, a large group of 
political refugees, most of them young and often highly skilled professionals, left for 
the West. Most of the refugees fled to Austria. Austria immediately called on countries 
to help both financially and physically by resettling the refugees. Most of the refugees 
were very quickly resettled in other countries. These facts stand in stark contrast to 
contemporary resettlement practice, which is characterized by a shortage of resettle-
ment sites and a small number of resettlement countries. The scarcity of jobs and the 
peculiarities of the migration policies of some countries (e.g., the United Kingdom) 
meant that some refugees could not find a long-term place in European countries 
and therefore sought refuge overseas. In 1956 and 1957, Canada took in more than 
37,500 Hungarian refugees. The United States was also a more common c Hungarian 
Refugees in the United Kingdom in the Context hoice for refugees than the United 
Kingdom, for example.
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In October 1956, an anti-Soviet national uprising broke out in Hun-
gary, which was crushed by the Red Army. Approximately 1,500–

2,000 Hungarians lost their lives and 180,000–200,000 left the country. 
A large wave of refugees, accounting for about 2% of the total popu-
lation, spread around the world, including the United States, Canada, 
Australia, Great Britain1,2 France, Germany, and Switzerland (Miłosz, 

1  The text was funded from the Strategic Excellence Initiative Program at the 
University of York and based on 2022 research at the Institute for Advanced Study in 
the Humanities, University of Edinburgh.

2  After World War I, a diaspora of Jews who were unable to function under the 
rule of Regent Horthy (e.g., Alexander Korda) came to England, while after 1945, 
diplomats who did not want to serve the new communist regime and the former 
Hungarian fascists. These were anti-fascists and opponents of the rule of Regent 
Horthy, well-known and respected people: Anna Kéthly, Pál Ignotus, György Fa-
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1960; Lénárt, Cooper, 2012, pp. 369–372; Soós, 2002, pp. 56–60). 
According to a 1960 study commissioned by the United Nations, the 
United States received most refugees (44,110), followed by Canada 
(39,190), Australia (15,390), West Germany (14,400), the United King-
dom (13,670),3 and Switzerland (10,480). Compared with the native 
population of a country, Canada received the most refugees from Hun-
gary (0.25 per cent), the United States, and Sweden (0.1%). The United 
Kingdom was the third country after the United States and Canada to 
receive the largest number of refugees.

Men (66%) and young people (70% between 15 and 39) predominated 
among the emigrants. It is also striking that 15% of the refugees, often 
orphans,4, were under 18. Moreover, this was a fairly well-educated com-
munity. It should be noted that in 1956, 10.6% of all engineers, 6.8% of 
graduates of technical universities, and 4.9% of Hungarian doctors left 
Hungary. This professional profile of refugees influenced their destination 
countries and determined expectations refugees had towards their host 
countries (Dövenyi, Vukovich, 1994, p. 195). Of the more than 21,000 
Hungarians admitted to Britain from Austria within a few years, about 
7,000 chose to emigrate further overseas, forgoing British hospitality. 
However, the questions still remain: why did about 30% of the refugees 
arriving in the British Isles choose to emigrate further? Was it the migra-
tion policy or perhaps a strong position of the trade unions, which jeal-
ously defended jobs of their compatriots?

ludy. The strongest and most important democratic émigré group was active in 
France, Great Britain and the United States. The refugees who arrived in 1956 
and 1957 were different from the economists of Hungarian origin, Lords Nicholas 
Kaldor and Thomas Balogh, who were advisors to Prime Minister Harold Wilson. 
Before 1939 and after the war, political emigrants from Hungary also came to 
England.

3  There is no consensus on the number of Hungarian refugees who arrived in 
Britain. The 1959, Hungarian press reports that there were 17,000 (Menekültek An-
gliában..., 1959). According to Hungarian intelligence, 20,000 refugees arrived of 
which 15,000 remained permanently in Britain. A total of 1,913 refugees returned to 
the country. Similar figures were reported by other Hungarian newspapers published 
in the West. One of them reported (also in 1959) that 21,000 refugees arrived in the 
Islands and 15,000 remained permanently (Magyarok mindenütt..., 1959).

4  The most vulnerable returned to Hungary after a few months or years, pushed 
by longing and naive trust in promises of amnesty. Many of them suffered in prisons 
or were harassed for years. According to surviving records, after 1956, the reorgan-
ized Communist secret police were eager to recruit new spies among those young 
people who had returned from the West.
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British migration policy after 1945

Between the wars, emigration from the British Isles and immigration 
from UK colonies and Europe stopped. After World War II, Britain re-
ceived thousands of displaced people, including Poles, Lithuanians, and 
Ukrainians. By the early 1950s, the black population accounted for less 
than 0.5% of the total, with the largest community of about 107,000 that 
came from the West Indies (Thane, 2001, p. 202).

After World War II, Great Britain encouraged immigration from Brit-
ish Commonwealth countries. Immigration was accepted to help rebuild 
the country and fill labor shortages. Between 1947 and 1970, nearly half 
a million people left their homes in the West Indies to live in Britain. 
On June 22, 1948, the passenger liner Empire Windrush from Jamaica 
docked in Tilbury, ushering in a postwar immigration boom that would 
transform British society. In parallel with the influx of people between 
1945 and 1962, Britain experienced a significant exodus of indigenous 
people seeking a better life in their former dominions (e.g., Australia and 
Canada) (Ramsden, 2022, p. 32).

In January 1949, the British Nationality Act of 19485 came into effect, 
granting all British Commonwealth of Nations (BCN) residents British 
citizenship and the right to enter and settle in Britain. This, coupled with 
the introduction of strict new immigration laws in the U.S. that restricted 
entry into the U.S. in 1952, encouraged West Indian immigrants to travel 
to Britain en masse, as they could settle in Britain indefinitely and without 
restriction. By 1956, more than 40,000 West Indian immigrants moved to 
Britain.

5  The Attlee government’s solution was to redefine British nationality in 1948 
in such a way as to simultaneously reaffirm and change Britain’s relationship with 
its colonies. Until the British Nationality Act of 1948, there was no legal definition 
of citizenship in British law that revolved around the concept of subjectivity. Sub-
jectivity was granted automatically to all persons born within the British Empire and 
Commonwealth, nominally granting recipients all the privileges of citizenship British 
subject status equally. One of these privileges, though it had previously existed mainly 
by convention, was the right to migrate to Britain. Ireland had already rejected the 
unilateral attribution of British subjectivity to its citizens, but the immediate impetus 
for reform was provided by the Canadian Citizenship Act of 1946, which defined 
Canadian citizenship for the first time and made British subjectivity for Canadians 
contingent on citizenship directly granted from the British Crown. This change meant 
that there could be a conflict between subjectivity dependent on national definition of 
citizenship and a universal British version.
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From 1948 to 1962, the population of other nationalities in Brit-
ain grew from 30,000 to about 500,000. In just a dozen years, Britain 
changed from a white to a multicultural nation. Some people were not 
always quick to embrace a multicultural society, so racial problems began 
to escalate. In 1962, the first immigration controls were introduced under 
the Commonwealth Immigrants Act. This applied to all Commonwealth 
citizens except those born in Britain or holding a British passport. This 
act limited the number of migrants to more skilled ones to enter Britain.

The timing of the Hungarian refugees is important for a number of 
reasons. The 1950s was the height of the British welfare state, and its 
concept was further stabilized under the influence of the 1951 UN Con-
vention, which gave political refugees essentially the same social security 
and welfare rights as the native population. Immigration policy was ra-
cially biased, encouraging the arrival of Europeans rather than (former) 
inhabitants of British colonies. It was easier for newcomers from Euro-
pean countries to assimilate than for those from the West Indies or South 
Asia (Webster, 2008, pp. 35–51). The article analyzes the British migra-
tion policy of the mid 1950s. The policy was put to test with the reaction 
of the British authorities to the waves of migrants caused by the events 
in Hungary and the Suez crisis. To present the attitude of the British au-
thorities towards migration issues, the article analyzes London’s policy 
towards migration since 1945. It also presents the attitudes of the British 
public towards refugees, their changes, and the treatment of refugees as 
a threat to the local socio-economic system (e.g., jobs).

Britain’s experience with foreign workers can be divided into three 
distinct stages. During the first one, within months of taking office in 
1945, C. Atlee’s government sought to fill labor shortages in industries 
critical to its economic recovery plans by actively integrating Polish sol-
diers who had fought under British command into the labor market (Paul, 
1997). The second phase of Britain’s early postwar experience with for-
eign workers began with the passage of the British Citizenship Act in 
1948, a far-reaching piece of legislation that, among other things, recog-
nized the special status of Irish citizens. This status affirmed their right to 
enter and leave Britain without restriction, to vote in elections, to stand 
for Parliament while in the country, and to participate in the labor mar-
ket. The Irish were legally granted a unique status that allowed them to 
enter, work, settle, and even vote in Britain, even though the Republic of 
Ireland had left the BCN in 1947 (Solomos, 1989, p. 30). The third phase 
began in 1951, when the Conservative Party took power in the country; it 
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maintained the decolonization model previously promoted by the Labor 
Party. A hallmark of the Conservative Party’s thirteen-year rule was an 
effort to maintain Britain’s relations with the territories once controlled 
by the Empire. The transfer of power to the former colonial states was 
intended to promote their independence while maintaining ties with the 
BCN (Cohen, 1959, p. 90). Robert A. J. Gascoyne-Cecil, the Speaker of 
the House of Lords in W. Churchill’s Conservative government, empha-
sized that “colored” immigrants were a threat to the very fabric of British 
society. In his view, unless appropriate measures were taken, the influx 
of immigrants attracted by welfare benefits would increase and become 
“a fundamental problem for all of us” (Spencer, 1997, pp. 63–64). The 
immigration regulations in force in the United Kingdom in 1956 were 
set out in the Aliens Order of 1953, which imposed the requirement to 
possess entry and work permits issued by the Ministry of Employment. 
Permits were valid for one year and could be subsequently extended to 
four years. Under the 1953 Order, any foreigner could be refused entry at 
the discretion of an immigration officer (Schain, 2008, p. 168).

The influx of post-war labor migration was facilitated by the Brit-
ish Nationality Act of 1948, which confirmed that all citizens of BCN 
countries could exercise their right to work and reside in the UK without 
restriction. The first Nationality Acts offered a degree of independence 
for the former dominions and colonies, including Canada, India, and Pa-
kistan. Consequently, the British government passed the 1948 Act, which 
allowed British subjects to retain their status as members of the Common-
wealth. They were free to migrate, settle, and work in Britain. Thus, they 
held a kind of “dual citizenship” (Kurcevich, 2014, p. 359). However, the 
influx of migrants began spontaneously in 1948 and gained momentum in 
the 1950s without official sanction or formal government support. While 
there is some disagreement among scholars as to the extent of the British 
government’s “disapproval” of this phase of migration, its magnitude is 
indisputable: from about two thousand BCN migrants in 1953 to 42,000 
in 1957 and up to 136,000 in 1961 (Layton-Henry, 1984, p. 23). Under 
the Citizenship Act of 1948, Britain developed a tiered citizenship system 
that classified foreigners according to their British ancestry and ties to the 
BCN. The practice of applying the above law created four groups: Brit-
ish subjects or BCN citizens who were granted citizenship on the basis 
of ius soli, which applied to all citizens of BCN states; citizens of the 
Republic of Ireland who were granted free entry for political reasons; de-
scendants of British subjects who did not live in BCN states and to whom 
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the ius sanguinis principle no longer applied (Plender, 1972, pp. 16–19). 
Although Britain later modified its tiered system for admitting foreigners, 
the 1948 Act illustrates the dilemma faced by British governments in for-
mulating entry rules that gave preferential treatment to some foreigners 
while excluding others.

In just a few years, the face of Britain changed from a white nation to 
a multicultural community. In part, Britons were proud that under the provi-
sions of the 1948 Nationality Act and the principle of civis Britannicus sum, 
anyone, regardless of skin color, could cross Britain’s borders and settle in 
Britain. Since the mid-1950s, the right had been calling for careful control 
of the influx of refugees and migrants, as evidenced by a 1958 poll.

1956 was the peak year for immigration from the West Indies, with 
some 30,000 people making the journey to Britain. The general opinion 
in favor of restricting “colored” immigration prevailed among Conserva-
tives, but it was also discernible among workers and in the Labour Party. 
Ethnic tensions became more frequent, as exemplified by the Notting Hill 
riots of 1958,6 which were sparked by white youths (Teddy boys7) when 
black men in relationships with white women were targeted (Goodhart, 
2013). As early as September 1958, The Guardian expressed concern 
about the economic and social consequences of the influx of both Euro-
peans and non-Europeans into the British Isles (Solomos, 1989, p. 48). 
Between 1948 and 1952, between 1,000 and 2,000 people arrived in Brit-
ain, but by the 1950s (until 1957) there were between 40,000 and 42,000 
migrants annually, mainly from the Caribbean. By 1961, according to 
the census, the number of people living in England and Wales who were 
born in the Caribbean was about 160,000–90,000 men and about 70,000 
women (McDowell, 2013, pp. 103–108).

Perception of the Hungarian transformation by Brits. The arrival 
of the refugees

After World War II, Hungary’s new communist regime was not well 
regarded in Britain. In February 1951, the British Foreign Office issued 

6  The riots began as a demonstration following the murder of Jamaican Kelso 
Cochran.

7  The Teddy Boys or Teds were Britain’s first youth subculture. They were dis-
tinguished by their clothing and, from the mid-1950s onward, by their hostility to 
immigrants and refugees.
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a circular establishing a “free travel zone” for Hungarian diplomats in 
London. It included a circle 18 miles in diameter from Corner Park, the 
London headquarters of the Hungarian Embassy. Any intention to leave 
the zone had to be reported to the British authorities (Hungarian Refugees 
in Scotland, 1956). The attitude of the British public towards the expecta-
tions of the Hungarian public was quite different. Assessing the views of 
the Hungarian refugees, Ron Ledger MP, who knew Hungary from his 
travels in Europe, said, “We can believe anything, but what Hungarians 
want now is a democratic system in a free country. I have not met anyone 
who wants to restore the pre-war regime. Even the staunchest opponents 
of communism, and there were many, emphasized that they did not want 
to return to the agrarian system of the past and the old type of capitalism. 
They explained it very clearly. At the same time, I think that of all the 
people we talked to, not one in ten claimed to be a committed Communist, 
and certainly very few of them were members of the Communist Party” 
(Hungary, December 19, 1956).

Under a new General Assembly resolution of November 21, 1956, the 
Geneva-based Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
(Resolution 1129, 1956, p. 1) became responsible for coordinating aid, 
issuing new appeals for assistance, and assessing the needs of Hungar-
ian refugees as accurately as possible. The Intergovernmental Committee 
on European Migration (ICEM)8 organized the dispatch of refugees from 
Austria and tried to assess their individual needs in relation to their des-
tination countries. Within the International Federation of Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Societies, the International Federation of Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Societies dealt with Hungarian refugees in Austria, with the 
involvement of individual National Societies. More than 60 private or-
ganizations welcomed the newcomers from Hungary. Moreover, the host 
countries made considerable efforts to settle and integrate the emigrants. 
In 1956, Canada, France, Great Britain, West Germany, and Norway com-
mitted to accept Hungarian refugees without restrictions. It is worth not-

8  Intergovernmental Committee for European Migration (ICEM) Travel arrange-
ments were organized by the very efficient Intergovernmental Committee for Euro-
pean Migration (ICEM), which had been established to assist the millions of refugees 
and displaced persons left in the wake of the Second World War. At the time the 
ICEM was supposed to be a temporary organization, to deal with a temporary and 
purely European problem. Little did we know that the ICEM would have a long his-
tory and since then has become a worldwide organization, which has to handle larger 
problems.
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ing that France, which is still often considered anti-Hungarian by Hungar-
ian public opinion because of Trianon, maintained this willingness even 
in the spring of 1957.

When on 7 November, Lord John Hope, Joint Under Secretary of State 
for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs, announced in the House of Com-
mons that Britain was prepared to accept 2,500 Hungarian refugees, he 
also stated that the refugee crisis in Austria would be quickly resolved if 
all countries followed the British example (Gatrell, 2011, p. 5). Lord John 
Hope’s humanitarian statement was based on prospects of using Hungar-
ian refugees as economic migrants. Consequently, the Home Office asked 
the British embassy in Vienna to provide all possible information neces-
sary to identify and recruit refugees who could be employed in the UK in 
sectors facing the shortage of workers. The British delegation had trave-
led to Austria in early December 1956. While passing through Bavaria, 
members of the delegation dined in the beer hall where Hitler launched 
his putsch against the system of the Weimar Republic. The latter fact drew 
more attention of the delegation than the situation of migrants in migra-
tion camps (Refugees from Hungary, 1956, pp. 1359–1361).

Another issue was that the Intergovernmental Committee for Euro-
pean Migration (ICEM). Britain was not a member of the organization 
and it was the main organization involved in the transportation of Hun-
garian refugees from Austria to other countries. It was an independent 
organization founded in 1952 after a conference on refugees in Europe 
orchestrated on the initiative of the United States and Belgium. The Brit-
ish government officially refused to participate in the ICEM because of 
its annual administrative costs of £70,000. ICEM’s early successes in de-
fining migration services and managing some migration flows, however, 
did not translate into sustained policy opportunities. By 1956, the overall 
context of migration in Europe was changing, and so were the opportuni-
ties for the ICEM. The Hungarian uprising in 1956 increased the impor-
tance of the UNHCR, which from then on began to act as the leading 
organization in refugee affairs (Loescher, 1993, p. 33).

In January 1957, however, the ICEM withdrew from the mission after 
sending 13,000 Hungarians to Britain at a cost of more than £300,000. 
However, the British government was reluctant to pay the organization 
for transportation services because the country was not a member. The 
Foreign Office wanted to point out to the ICEM that the British govern-
ment was not in the habit of paying for the resettlement of refugees. The 
Foreign Office very reluctantly agreed to pay £10,000 if the ICEM asked 
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for a financial contribution. The Home Office stated that its refugee policy 
was not discriminatory, and a month after the decision to grant asylum to 
the refugees, it officially announced a mission to be sent to the Austrian 
capital to decide on granting asylum rights.

The mission consisted of more than a dozen migration officials and 
staff from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, as well as administrative staff. 
The selection process was detailed and included the examination and 
photographing of each refugee. This meticulous process demonstrates 
complete control over who is admitted to the UK as a refugee. Decisions 
to admit refugees were made almost exclusively after considering their 
employment opportunities. Of those screened by the mission, 60 percent 
were unmarried men and women, who could work as miners, factory 
workers, and agricultural laborers. The British mission in Vienna care-
fully screened applications for asylum. Applications were rejected from 
undocumented migrants, Roma, non-Hungarian citizens, and homosexu-
als. The latter were considered non-eligible for permanent resettlement in 
Britain because homosexuality was illegal there in the 1950s. The same 
applied to those suspected of working for Hungarian intelligence. The 
selective approach was motivated not only by employment opportunities 
but also by the possibility of permanent settlement in Britain. So race and 
sexual orientation also played a role.9

From the very beginning of their presence on British soil, the Hungar-
ian refugees expressed the opinion that their goal was to move further 
to Canada, the United States, or Australia.10 They were even encouraged 
in this belief by their hosts in the camps in Austria. In an effort to ease 
tensions and help refugees, some refugees in Austria were misled into 
believing that they would transit to the New World and later to Canada 
or the US.

Plans to go to North America were announced in early January 1957 
by Sir Arthur Rucker, head of the Hungarian Committee under the British 
Council for Aid to Refugees. At the beginning of the 20th century, nu-

9  The National Archives of United Kingdom, HO 352/142, Report of the Home 
Office Mission in Austria at Traiskirchen, Vienna and Innsbruck, March 27, 1957

10  In mid-December 1956, The Times published a letter from an interpreter who 
worked in a camp that temporarily housed 850 Hungarians. It is a small sample, but 
what it claims is significant. As the author claimed, “the vast majority of Hungarian 
refugees want to cross the border to Canada, other British Commonwealth countries, 
and the United States.” HC Deb 19 December 1956, vol. 562, cc1317-414, https://api.
parliament.uk/historic-hansard/commons/1956/dec/19/hungary.
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merous colonies of economic emigrants from Hungary were established 
in these countries. The refugees declared that they wanted to be as far 
away from the Soviet Union as possible, so fear and apprehension of the 
Kremlin undoubtedly influenced their attitudes. This can be considered 
a reasonable explanation since some of the young Hungarians involved in 
the armed struggle who appeared at official events in British institutions 
(such as the Albert Hall on November 28, 1956) wore masks on their 
faces to make them difficult to identify by Soviet agents working in the 
British Isles (Refugess Prefer..., 1956). In a December 1956 issue of the 
Daily Mirror, a photograph of 12 refugees attending a party in a Hungar-
ian restaurant in London was awarded in the “Photo of the Year” category. 
The Daily Mirror, however, did not publish it for the safety of people in 
the photograph.

At first, any document was accepted to provide asylum. In early De-
cember, however, the British media expressed concern that there might 
be spies among the newcomers (Could there be....1956). Since June 1957, 
only those Hungarians who already had family in the UK were allowed, 
which further limited the number of immigrants. One in two adult refu-
gees from Hungary expressed their plans to go overseas. The literature 
suggests that refugees from Hungary may have “come to Britain expect-
ing far too much” than the country could offer merely a decade after the 
end of the war.

Although the Hungarian refugees were never interned, the Home Of-
fice was highly suspicious of them in the context of the ongoing Cold 
War (Cesarani, 1993, pp. 33–47). This was not a new tactic for the impe-
rial authorities, who had approached Jewish refugees from Germany and 
Austria with similar suspicion during World War II, when it was feared 
that Nazi spies were among them. The same happened in 1956 and 1957. 
This time, however, Hungarian Jewish refugees were placed in separate 
camps organized in the larger cities, mainly to avoid the growing anti-
Semitism among the refugees (Gati, 1986, pp. 100–101). Although not 
explicitly stated in the archival materials, raising doubts about the nature 
of Hungarian refugees drew attention of other departments, especially the 
Foreign Ministry, to the need to control Hungarian immigration.

The whereabouts of Hungarian refugees who came to Scotland from 
Austria were extremely interesting. It turns out that they did not con-
sider Scotland their final destination. Most of them went to England and 
other BCN countries. Why did the Hungarians not stay in Scotland per-
manently, but left the country in less than a year? On the organizational 
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side, a legal framework had to be created from scratch in the UK for Hun-
garians coming to the country. There was a British Council for Refugee 
Support in London, but its authority covered only England. In order to 
coordinate efforts more effectively, the Scottish Coordinating Committee 
for Aid to Hungarian Refugees (SCCAHR) was established in Edinburgh. 
The SCCAHR was established on December 5, 1956. The structure was 
supported by various organizations throughout Scotland, including the 
Church of Scotland, the Roman Catholic Church, the Scottish Council of 
Social Service, the YMCA and the Scottish Red Cross. The SCCAHR in-
cluded representatives from the Scottish Home Office (AFC Clarke), the 
Scottish Education Department (Arbuckle) and representatives from the 
Scottish Labor, Health and Welfare Departments of the Scottish National 
Government.

Hungarians had been arriving in Scotland since the beginning of De-
cember 1956. Their number was estimated by the British authorities at 
979 people. In fact, there were 981 Hungarian refugees, as two more peo-
ple of Hungarian origin arrived in Scotland as part of the family reunifi-
cation campaign, one from Rome and the other from Vienna. Among the 
refugees, single men were the largest group (396 people), followed by 
married couples (284 people), single women (110), and children (189). 
Most of them were relatively young people: 22% were under the age of 
18 and 67% were between the ages of 18 and 38 (Hungarian Refugees, 
1956). The arrival of the refugees created many emotional situations. For 
example, Erzsebet Kardos and Eric Parkes were married in early January. 
Parkes had been living in Australia since 1948, when he fled Hungary. 
He waited until 1956 for his fiancée, who after the revolution went to 
Austria and then to the British Isles (Hungarian Refugee Marries, 1957). 
Another situation occurred in January 1957, when 10 Hungarian couples 
from Camp Middleton in Scotland got married.

The British government found it difficult to accommodate refugees 
from Hungary, so the authorities earmarked a variety of sites for housing, 
including former military bases, hospital buildings, and abandoned build-
ings far from any possibility of work. According to Tony Kushner, there 
was no unified line of action between the Foreign Office and the Home 
Office. In the field of international politics, London sought to improve 
its ratings, which had been weakened during the Suez crisis, and it could 
make improvements by supporting the demands of the Hungarian revo-
lution and welcoming refugees (Kuschner, 2006, pp. 66–67). Moreover, 
the authorities in charge of domestic policy were reluctant to deal with 
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the Hungarians. This attitude stemmed from the general anti-communist 
stance of the government and the police. The latter feared that, along with 
the refugees, agencies of the Budapest regime would establish their pres-
ence in the British Isles.

The refugees were placed in YMCA11 hostels and hotels, and the Red 
Cross hastily organized unguarded camps. After a few weeks, as the wave 
of emigration subsided, there were five refugee camps. Belmont, Brom-
lee, Glengoonar, Middleton, and a Red Cross and YMCA camp. Most 
could hold about 250 people each. The authorities provided the newcom-
ers with medical care, and from the first months of their stay in Britain, 
attempts were made to provide them with education. As the reports of the 
British authorities pointed out, the Hungarians were not in the best physi-
cal and mental condition (Mezey, 1960, pp. 618–627). Especially their 
mental condition was appalling. The people were scared and terrified. 
Attitudes presented by the Hungarians in the refugee camps were rather 
peculiar. They resulted from two factors: services offered by the British 
and refugee expectations from the Western world.

In late January and early February, the number of camps decreased 
as some refugees left for Northern Ireland. Since a significant number 
of Hungarian refugees left, on March 22, 1957 a decision was made that 
Hungarian citizens employed in the administration of the camps could 
be paid for their work. In late February 1957, the Glengonner camp was 
closed and, as a result, a significant number of camp residents were placed 
in hostels in Scotland.12

A December 1957 report describing camp life included the follow-
ing observations. Difficulties in communication between refugees and 
camp staff were partly eased by the fact that there were two people in the 
camp who spoke basic French and fluent German. The Christmas season 
brought a wave of unprecedented warmth to people who were spending 
Christmas away from home for the first time. Bromlee camp administra-
tor Alastair MacPhee wrote in the report, “There were obvious signs of 
deterioration [in refugee morale – T.K. note]. A handful of people usu-
ally turn up for breakfast. Most only show up for lunch, unshaven and in 

11  Young Men’s Christian Association.
12  With a housing shortage in Britain and a much larger than anticipated number 

of refugees arriving in Britain, the refugee influx had to be temporarily halted in De-
cember 1956 due to the need to locate suitable housing for them. A.D. Aranjo, Assets 
and Liabilities: Refugees from Hungary and Egypt in France and Britain, 1956–1960. 
See: http://eprints.nottingham.ac.uk/13503/1/De_Aranjo_Thesis.pdf, p. 160. 
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pajamas. On the one hand, they are committed to a better way of life, but 
on the other hand, they are unable to put it into practice. People disappear 
and reappear after a few days. Between the camps, they have established 
a kind of underground communication.”13

In less than a year, from December 1956 to September 1957, most 
of the Hungarians who arrived in Scotland decided to emigrate further 
(NAS – Summary of Positions..., 1957). Most of them chose to go first to 
Ireland and then to Canada (436 people), while others chose to emigrate 
to Canada via the air bridge from the Prestwick Airport. Another group of 
21 people went to various countries around the world (USA, Brazil) and 
finally 8 people returned to Hungary.

Both the British authorities and the local Scottish governments were 
unprepared for the arrival of such a large group of refugees. The problem 
was mainly the accommodation, since both Scotland and England at that 
time needed hands to work in the mines and agriculture. In May 1957, 
there was a debate in the Parliament about unemployment in Britain. The 
level of unemployment in Scotland (about 3.5–4%) was alarming, twice 
that of England alone, and in the capital, London, it was 1.2% (Employ-
ment, 1957).

The problem with employment for the Hungarians was an important 
condition for the British authorities. As reported by the British authori-
ties, up to 90% of the new arrivals were not interested in working in 
Britain and expressed their desire to go to the United States and Canada. 
For example, at the Middleton camp, which housed 239 refugees, 69 said 
they wanted to go to Canada, while 101 wanted to go to the United States 
(NAS – Fond HH 56/63, Notes of Meeting..., 1957). There was also a rel-
atively large group of refugees who did not find their way into the new 
British reality. In the long run, 1,913 people returned to Hungary from the 
British Isles by 1959 (Ungváry, 2013, pp. 1578–1579). While the refu-
gees were still in Austria, it was declared that there was a possibility of 
further emigration. The Canadian government initially agreed to accept 
only 5,000 people of Hungarian descent. It agreed to increase this quota 
on the condition that the British would accept Hungarians who were still 
waiting in Austria for resettlement. Negotiations between the British and 
Canadian governments continued during the winter of 1956/1957. They 
failed to produce an immediate consensus because the Canadian authori-

13  National Archive of Scotland, Edinburg (further: NAS) Fond HH 56/62 “Hun-
garian Refugees”, p. 23.
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ties refused to accept Hungarian refugees during the winter when there 
were few job opportunities.

During parliamentary debates in the second half of December 1956, 
Britain realized that it would be difficult to meet the refugee expectations. 
As Foreign Secretary Lloyd Selwyn reported, by the end of December, 
Canada was the only country accepting Hungarian refugees from Britain. 
Canada undertook to accept at least 10,000 refugees who could be easily 
integrated into the Canadian economy. Ottawa was prepared to accept up 
to 5,000 refugees from Great Britain after April 1 of the following year 
– perhaps even a little earlier – a large number of whom came hoping to 
get to North America later (Hungary, December 19, 1956). It was thought 
that if the refugees had learned that they would be able to leave Brit-
ish soil within a few months, this would have encouraged them to learn 
English and take up work in anticipation of emigrating to Canada. Their 
taking jobs in Britain would in no way jeopardize their chances to leave 
for Canada in the future.

They spent 16 weeks in the UK learning English and the basics of 
mining. Most of the applicants were between 20 and 30 years old, and 
half of them claimed to be qualified. Their training was paid for by the 
National Mining Committee (NMC). The NMC set up a special com-
mission, chaired by its president Ernest Jones, to persuade local mining 
organizations to accept the Hungarians. Ernest Jones “explained that 
no miner’s job was in jeopardy at the moment and that every British 
worker had been told many times that he would be given preference 
over the Hungarians if he worked in another company’s mine” (Training 
at 8 pound..., 1957).

From the very beginning of the Hungarians’ stay in Scotland, the Brit-
ish government and the local authorities tried to solve the refugee issue 
by presenting various options to settle in the British Isles. On November 
28, 1956, the British Member of Parliament for Northern Scotland, Jo 
Grimond,14 sent a letter to the Ministry suggesting that there was a pos-
sibility of settling Hungarian newcomers on the Orkney and Shetland Is-
lands. A place for their settlement was being considered there, as the Hun-
garian refugees could work on farms there. The idea, however, was not 
free from difficulties. The farms were very small (30–40 acres), and there 
were no other work opportunities than farming, with a great shortage of 
housing. Finally, the originators themselves noted that settling Hungar-

14  He was the leader of the Scottish Liberal Party for 11 years.
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ians in such an area would mean nothing less than “creating a Hungarian 
colony, and people settled there would become animal labor” (Possible 
Settlement..., 1957). Settlement there would practically mean exile, as the 
islands would be cut off from the outside world. However, they still con-
sidered the possibility of settling refugees in a camp owned by the Admi-
ralty at Holm on the island of Orkney. The camp included military build-
ings abandoned by the navy and used during the Second World War. The 
intention was to allocate them to Hungarians. Another proposal was to set 
aside a military camp at Evanton in northern Scotland (known as Camp 
“A”), near the village of Invergordon, for the newcomers. The site could 
accommodate about 100 people, so it was considered quite attractive. 
The weakness of the plan – which was pointed out by English politicians 
– was the fact that most of the refugees were educated people who lived in 
large cities in Hungary, and only a small proportion of them had worked 
in agriculture before. Collectively and individually, the Hungarians were 
expected that the “trust” placed in them by Britain not be abused. How-
ever, Britain faced their ingratitude when 5,000 Hungarians attempted to 
emigrate to Canada and failed early on to meet the requirements of the 
host country and did not learn English. In doing so, they distorted the 
image of heroic, grateful refugees. Local authorities tried to separate the 
problematic refugees or move them to other centers or hostels.

In early December 1956, the relocation of refugees within the Unit-
ed Kingdom was also discussed in the British Parliament. Conservative 
Baron Marcus Kimball asked the Minister of Labor if he would consider 
the labor needs of the country’s major agricultural areas and see if some 
Hungarian refugees with agricultural skills could be employed in Gains-
borough, Isle of Aixholme, or Market Rasen in Lincolnshire. Conserva-
tive MP and Employment Minister Iain Macleod replied that he would 
be pleased if any farmer who could offer work and accommodation to 
Hungarians would contact their nearest local employment office. How-
ever, Iain Macleod said that of those who had already arrived, few had 
experience in agriculture, “because the people who came in the beginning 
were students, engineers, etc., and there were relatively few who were 
suitable for this kind of work [in agriculture – T. K. note]” (NAS – Fond 
HH 56/62, Hungarian Refugees..., 1956).

Refugees were housed in 128 camps, boarding schools, and min-
ers’ hostels. Only a small fraction of these places were located in areas 
promising employment (e.g. hostel in Teesside). However, most of the 
places where Hungarians were sent were in areas isolated from the urban 
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world and agricultural areas, former military bases, etc. Young people 
were placed in university dormitories15, which could accommodate up to 
a dozen people. The largest number of places (2,000 beds) was offered by 
the former RAF base in Hendesford.

Britain’s post-1945 reality: the role of trade unions and postwar 
migration policies

News about the outbreak of riots in Hungary caused serious concern 
among capitals of Western democracies. Britain, too, was not prepared 
to support the Hungarian fighters. The White House administration may 
have been able to respond with political support, but political circles in 
Paris and London knew from information provided by their own intelli-
gence services that the Kremlin was prepared to intervene. In response to 
the events of late October and early November 1956, the British govern-
ment announced that it did not intend to use the events in Central Europe 
to undermine the USSR’s position in the region (Litván, 1996, pp. 94–
95). It also happened that opinion circles in Britain did not understand 
the changes that were taking place on the Danube and referred to the 
insurgents as rebels.

The answer to the question why so many refugees left the islands to 
continue their wandering is multifaceted. According to Hungarian diplo-
mats working in Edinburgh, Hungarians have never been a very popular 
community in Britain. This may be due to the fact that the Scottish writer 
Robert Seaton Watson (pseudonym Scotus Viator) wrote very unflatter-
ingly about Hungarian politics at the beginning of the 20th century. This 
may have caused British political circles to resent the Hungarian political 
class. It is also important to remember about the anti-communist hysteria 
in Britain, which rekindled in November 1956. The post-1920 Hungarian 
emigres in Austria had already been described by British observers as an 
internally divided group that had no idea what democracy was. Károlyi’s 
views were described as “a curious mixture of poor will, ambition, vanity, 
exaggerated sentimentalism, and nervous modernity.” After 1920, Hun-
garian emigrants in Vienna were said to have nothing in common with 
democrats because when they spoke of liberalism and democracy, they 
really meant socialism (Litván, 1984, p. 205).

15  In 1956/1957, 400 students arrived in Great Britain.
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At that time, the so-called “Operation Post Report” was resumed with 
the aim of analyzing exactly who was coming to Britain from Eastern Eu-
rope and for what purpose. This operation interrogated more than 30,000 
asylum seekers in a few months, independent of the work done by the Brit-
ish mission in Traiskirchen, Austria, work that was perhaps done quickly 
and perhaps inaccurately (de Aranjo, 1956–1960, pp. 184–186). In mid-
January 1957, the Hungarian authorities expelled British military attaché 
James Cowley from Budapest (The History of the Soviet Bloc, 2013, p. 175).

In 1945, the Labor Party had its first clear electoral victory, enabling 
it to govern the country in 1945–1951. Its objective was to build a new 
society in recognition of the contribution of all Britons to the war strug-
gle. Trade unions benefited and the unfavorable 1927 law was repealed in 
1946. Union membership rose to 9.5 million by 1950. The new govern-
ment created a national health service and nationalized the coal, railroad, 
and shipbuilding industries. The unions were at the forefront of coopera-
tion with the government, and as Britain’s economy grew, the number of 
union headquarters increased. The Conservatives, concerned about the 
scale of Labour’s victory in 1945, realized that they had to take active 
steps to be seen as friendly to ordinary working people. Successive Con-
servative Prime Ministers made every effort to consult with the unions on 
important social and political issues.

In November 1956, British trade unions were out of touch with inter-
national politics and making decisions as questionable as in the summer 
of 1920, when they blocked Western aid to Poland fighting the Red Army. 
At the end of 1956, one union headquarters demanded condemnation of 
the British army’s actions in Egypt and even the payment of compen-
sation to that country. When an attempt was made to pass a resolution 
against the actions of the Russians against Hungary, it was defeated by the 
communist-unionists (Jackson, 2006, pp. 23–24).

The mining industry, including coal, became the most important 
branch of the national economy. As such, it was an area of conflict of 
interests between the Labour Government and the Trade Unions (after 
nationalization of mines, a body representing interests of miners was es-
tablished – NCB). The goal of the government, as the direct owner of the 
mines, was to ensure the smooth operation of the companies, which is 
why a significant number of foreigners were employed immediately after 
the war in 1945. The group included Poles, Italians, and migrants from 
Central Europe. It consisted of about 8,500 people, with the government 
planning to employ around 30,000 miners (Edgerton, 2018, p. 97). By the 
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early 1950s, there were about 10,000 foreign miners employed in Brit-
ish mines, and the Trade Unions tried to block government plans to hire 
Italians and Hungarians. Finally, Trade Unions tried to block foreigners 
from accessing domestic jobs. Public attitudes towards immigrants var-
ied. In the late 1940s and 1950s, Britain rapidly grew in wealth, partly due 
to the influx of cheap labor from the colonies and Central Europe. One 
right-wing politician even claimed that the British public was living at an 
unprecedented level (1957: Britons..., 2008). Britons were thus becom-
ing a consumer society, focusing mainly on their own country’s economy 
with little sensitivity to the needs of other nations (Horn, 2009). However, 
these were the beginnings of the development and the public and Trade 
Unions reacted to any fluctuation in economic development. Additionally, 
prosperity made a large part of the population completely disinterested in 
politics and migration. One observer characterized public attitudes in the 
United Kingdom as follows: “a part of the population show imperial and 
racist views, some other are only interested in whether Arsenal wins the 
game on Saturday, and the rest are just nice to strangers (Goodhart, 2013, 
p. 123). The 1948 Act offered legally protected mass immigration from 
mostly non-European countries of the “New” Commonwealth. Contrary 
to popular belief, however, active recruitment from these countries was 
limited to a few employers; Attlee’s government considered primarily 
continental Europe as a source of workers to fill postwar labor shortages. 
In fact, the Labour government and its Conservative successor sought to 
discourage further immigration from the New Commonwealth by “infor-
mal” means, including pressuring governments of Jamaica and India to 
impose administrative barriers to potential immigrants (Spencer, 1997, 
p. 45).

Initially, the NCB found the Hungarians to be an attractive labor force 
to fill labor shortages in the mines. Trade Unions were willing to accept 
inexperienced miners because the newcomers were provided with three 
weeks of initial training and a twelve-week English language course. To 
select future workers, the NCB sent a delegation to Austria. In December 
1956, it was publicly reported that “there was no objection in the mining 
industry to accept refugees.” However, the situation deteriorated rapidly 
in early 1957. Local agreements were difficult to reach, and many mines 
refused to provide jobs for Hungarians. The local NCB branches opposed 
the hiring of Hungarians over the fear that they would be given accom-
modation while some British miners had to queue for housing. They also 
feared that the availability of jobs would take an unfavorable turn, making 
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it impossible for British miners to find employment in the future. Thus, 
the NCB adopted an exclusionary attitude towards Hungarians (Taylor, 
2003, p. 178).

From March 8 to June 14, 1957, of approximately 3,900 refugees 
who arrived in the United Kingdom under the Replenishment Program, 
only 429 were employed by the NCB (LAB 8/2580, Hungarian Refugees, 
1957). By May 1957, according to a report submitted to the Parliament 
by Minister of Labour Iain Macleod, nearly 12,000 Hungarian refugees 
had found employment outside the mining industry. This figure includ-
ed refugees who were temporarily employed but had since emigrated to 
Canada, so in May 1957 the actual number workers was somewhat lower. 
The National Coal Board reported that 218 Hungarians had already be-
gun working in mines and another 115 were employed in support occu-
pations (Hungarian Refugees..., 1957). By mid-1957, the NCB reported 
that some 200 trained people were available to work in the mines, but for 
various reasons could not be employed. Consultations were held between 
the NCB and the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) on this issue.

Despite the difficulties, the fact that Britain was at full employment 
in 1956 and 1957, and that most of the refugees were young and mostly 
skilled men, made it easier for various agencies to find jobs for the refu-
gees. Employment Minister Iain Macleod described them as “relatively 
easy to employ.” By January 22, 1957, nearly half of the refugees regis-
tered for work had found jobs, and by mid-September 1957, fewer than 
200 Hungarians were unemployed.

During the Hungarian crisis, refugees from Egypt also arrived in the 
British Isles. However, the British government adopted a slightly differ-
ent policy toward them. During a debate in Parliament on March 8, 1957, 
one MP stated that those arriving from Egypt – as British subjects – had 
a “direct claim” on the government in London, more legitimate than other 
refugees (Refugees, March 8, 1957). The arrival of refugees from Egypt 
put the British government in a difficult position, as it had to secure jobs 
for some 3,000 people and their families. By early January 1957, about 
100 refugees arrived daily from Egypt, and it was expected that the total 
would be between 5,000 and 7,000 (Work Sought for Refugees..., 1957). 
Their integration into local society seemed easier because, as Sir Geoffrey 
Hutchinson, head of the National Assistance Board, noted, “nearly 70% 
of them spoke English and all of them additionally spoke French.”

The refugee crisis in Hungary was a chance for the British govern-
ment to improve its image after the fiasco in Egypt and to show the inter-
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national community that the country still meets moral and humanitarian 
standards. It is therefore likely that Britain’s involvement in the Suez cri-
sis influenced the country’s friendly attitude towards Hungarian refugees. 
Newsreels and the press were used for this purpose. The media played an 
important role in helping Britain regain national and international cred-
ibility (Rawnsley, 1999).

On the British Isles, debates continued about the international con-
text of the migration crisis. Middlesex Labour politician Maurice Orbach 
pointed out the need to treat all newcomers equally, according to the prin-
ciple of the diversity that built Britain, since “this homogeneous nation 
was built in part by heterogeneous remnants we have gathered on our 
hospitable shores” (Hungary..., 1957). It is worth noting that the expel-
lees arriving from Egypt were generally much older than the Hungarian 
refugees. A closer analysis, however, offers the impression that support 
for refugees from Egypt was at least vaguely regulated. Those who had 
been expelled from Egypt and whose property had been confiscated by 
the Egyptian government were advised to register their lost assets with 
the Foreign Office in London. However, the announcement was made in 
such vague language that one could conclude that the authorities were 
less concerned with helping their own countrymen who were in serious 
trouble, but with securing their political support. What motivated the Brit-
ish government to accept refugees from Hungary then?

However, R. Mason, representing the opposition Labor Party, was not 
satisfied with the successes, but condemned both the policy of the NCB 
and the behavior of the British miners. As a former miner, he expressed 
his disappointment that the miners did not want to accept Hungarian refu-
gees. Their attitude was bad for the nation and they were also doing an 
injustice to the free nations of the world. So far, the NCB had recruited 
only 3,900 Hungarian refugees and sent them to areas struggling with the 
greatest shortage of housing. This caused difficulties. “I hope”, he said, 
“that the miners, for the sake of themselves, the industry and the country’s 
economy, will overcome their prejudices and take in a handful of these 
brave people” (Post-War Record..., 1957).

The employment of Hungarians in British workplaces was also a chal-
lenge. The main occupation envisaged by the London government for the 
refugees was that of a miner. The employment of Hungarians in mines 
was coordinated by the authorities of the NCB in London. Initially, the 
Trade Union authorities in various mines agreed to employ a small num-
ber of refugees. Encouraged by this development, the NCB even sent rep-
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resentatives to Vienna to convince refugees on the spot to choose Britain 
as their final decision. It was then agreed that Britain would provide jobs 
for four million people from Hungary.

It was also interesting that by early December some 11,000 refugees 
had been granted permission to enter Britain. This was a number roughly 
equivalent to the manpower shortage in British mines. On December 6, 
1956, the British government decided to temporarily halt further arrivals. 
This showed that the motives of the British government were never purely 
humanitarian, but an important factor was to cover labor shortage. Despite 
shortages in the mining sector, the British government continued to recruit 
Hungarian refugees and allowed them to come from Austria. Perhaps the 
decision to resume recruiting was due to the fact that Hungary also expe-
rienced a shortage of miners after the revolution, and the lack of miners 
might have led to the fall of Kadar’s government. The second likely reason 
was the Anglo-Canadian agreement reached with British representatives on 
December 17, 1956, during Canadian Minister Pickersgill’s visit to Austria. 
Canada entered into similar agreements with other European countries to 
accept large groups of refugees during winter. The aim was to transfer them 
to Canada a few months later, at a time when the number of jobs would be 
growing (Memorandum..., 1956). Britain offered to take in an additional 
5,000 refugees coming from Austria to be resettled in Canada in spring. 
Certainly, news about the agreement improved British trade union attitudes 
towards Hungarian refugees waiting to get jobs in mines.

​British miners were not the only ones who did not want to work with 
refugees. Two Hungarians were hired at an aluminum foundry in Beck-
henam, but they spoke so little English that communication with them 
was based on sign language. The Trade Union requested the factory own-
ers to revoke the permission for Hungarians to work at the foundry. The 
owners, however, did not comply, partly because of refugee situation and 
partly because they did not agree with the union’s demands. Finally, the 
TU members went on strike (220 refuse..., 1957). Another surprising op-
position came from the National Conference of Working Women, held in 
April 1957. In her address, Vera Pope of Gloucester accused the refugees 
of taking away jobs and housing from “our” compatriots. A resolution 
condemning the USSR was passed, but the conference failed to adopt 
a final resolution declaring full support for the needs of the Hungarian 
people (Hanson, 1995, p. 285).

The resentment against the Hungarians was further fueled by the be-
havior of young refugees. After a while, these young people confronted 
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reality, which was very sobering, especially for those young people with 
rebellious attitudes. British law allowed lower wages for those under 
21, which was certainly a cause of discontent, even rebellion, among 
young people who experienced injustice. The press in Communist Hun-
gary, as well as the British press, reported on the frequent violations 
of the law and crimes committed by young refugees. Most of them 
quickly learned that nothing is for free in the “golden West” (A Daily 
Telegraph..., 1959).

In August 1960, for example, a British court sentenced Mihály Pőczé 
to death for robbing pawnbrokers in Lancaster and murdering Frederick 
Gallagher.16 After three years, only 2,000 Hungarians were determined 
to stay in Britain. The Daily Telegraph reported that the first weeks af-
ter refugees arrived in the islands were “a period of beautiful dreams” 
(A Daily Telegraph..., 1959).

By June 1957, little progress had been made on the employment issue. 
This was because the mining union authorities declared that only a mini-
mal number of refugees could take jobs in the mines. They cited a 1947 
union law that prohibited hiring of foreigners without the approval of the 
Trade Union. However, if the TU authorities had already agreed to such 
employment, then the new worker would have to register with the union. 
Moreover, in the event of staff reduction, the newly hired would be the 
first to lose their jobs. As a result, out of 4,000 people who came to the 
British Isles, only 400 found jobs in the mines, 1,100 in other industries, 
and 2,500 waited in hostels uncertain of their status. In Scotland, for ex-
ample, 75 Hungarians found employment in existing mines (most of them 
in the counties of West Fife (18) and West Ayr (17)) (NAS – Fond HH 
56/62, Employment of Hungarian Refugees, 1957).

If we begin to analyze the level of employment of Hungarians on the 
scale of Great Britain as a whole, we find that only one in six to seven 
trained refugees found employment in British and Scottish mines. By the 
end of 1957, almost 4,200 refugees had been trained and only 731 of them 
were employed (Ashworth, Pegg, 1986, pp. 164–165). In other sectors of 
the economy there was a similar gap with Central European newcomers.

In February 1958, on behalf of the British miners’ unions, Ernest 
Jones announced that coal consumption had declined since the arrival 
of Hungarian refugees to Britain, and that there had been a reduction in 
the number of miners. The unions did not agree that foreigners should be 

16  In the British Isles, the death penalty was carried out for the last time in 1964.
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hired instead of local workers (Nincs hely..., 1958). Articles appeared in 
the British press that showed ignorance of the realities of a Central Eu-
rope dominated by the Kremlin. After Gomulka came to power in Poland, 
a British journalist wondered whether political changes in Poland in late 
1956 and early 1957 were not a “wiser scenario” compared to what was 
happening at the same time across the Danube. It was suggested that the 
struggling Hungarians should enter into negotiations with the Soviet ag-
gressor and work out some modus vivendi with the Kremlin (Kingsley, 
1957, p. 161).

John Horner, general secretary of the Fire Brigades Union, resigned 
from the party membership. Then, during a conference of firefighters 
from three counties, held in Newcastle, all officials of the Fire Brigades 
Union affiliated with the Communist Party were called on to resign. The 
executive committee of the National Union of Miners passed a resolution 
condemning Soviet aggression in Hungary. However, after careful con-
sideration, miners’ leader Arthur Horner decided to remain loyal to the 
Communist Party. He maintained that he believed communist countries 
should be allowed to develop in their own way without outside pressure. 
The Electrical Workers Union also retained its Communist leader, Frank 
Foulkes. However, at its annual conference in June 1957, the union itself 
passed resolutions supporting the Hungarian people and condemning So-
viet intervention. Moreover, the Communist Club at the Oxford Univer-
sity was forced to disband following the resignation of its members. In 
an interview with the Panorama television, broadcast on December 10, 
1956, the general secretary of the Communist Party of Great Britain, John 
Gollan, stated that 590 members had surrendered their cards since the be-
ginning of the Hungarian uprising. It was estimated that three percent of 
the total 34,000 members might eventually resign as a result of the events 
in Hungary.

* * *

In the aftermath of 1956/1957 events, many refugees from Hungary 
decided to migrate further to North America. The unpreparedness of the 
British authorities to deal with social and migration issues added to the 
problem. If we compare the involvement of the Canadian government 
at the time, which rented additional premises for its embassy in Vienna 
and sent government representatives to learn about refugee problems 
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on the ground, we can see why most Hungarians chose Canada as their 
second home.

In the last month of 1959, 16,000 of the estimated 21,000 refugees 
remained in the British Isles. English miners did not give in to official 
decisions or public pressure because they felt that any concessions on the 
Hungarian refugee issue would weaken the position of local unions on 
other issues as well. Protecting their independence, position, and unity 
was more important than anything else. In March 1957, the miners de-
cided that within ten days they would make a decision on the admission 
of Hungarian refugees. A new offer from the National Mining Committee 
made them think seriously. The authority offered that if the National Un-
ion of Miners accepted new workers in the mines, a shift-work allowance 
would be automatically included in their salaries, regardless of the new 
miners’ nationality. However, the miners’ delegates refused to respond 
immediately. They rejected the plan on the grounds that the delegates 
could only decide the issue in a secret ballot with the participation of all 
miners. Nevertheless, the British representative at the meeting of the Ex-
ecutive Committee of the United Nations Refugee Fund reported in Janu-
ary 1958 that of the 15,000 Hungarian refugees in Britain, only 600 were 
unemployed (Kecskés, 2010, p. 162). Summarizing, Great Britain proved 
incapable of taking due care of Hungarian refugees in 1956. Instead, in 
1957, the country focused on refugees from Egypt and Middle East, the 
majority of whom already had British citizenships.

Interesy konkurencyjne:
Autor oświadczył, że nie istnieje konflikt interesów.
Competing interests: The author has declared that no competing inter-
ests exists.

Wkład autorów
Konceptualizacja: Tadeusz Kopyś
Analiza formalna: Tadeusz Kopyś
Metodologia: Tadeusz Kopyś
Opracowanie artykułu – projekt, przegląd i redakcja: Tadeusz Kopyś

Authors contributions
Conceptualization: Tadeusz Kopyś
Formal analysis: Tadeusz Kopyś
Methodology: Tadeusz Kopyś
Writing – original draft, review and editing: Tadeusz Kopyś



ŚSP 1 ’24	 Hungarian Refugees in the United Kingdom in the Context...	 235

Bibliography

Archive materials:
Hansard – the Official Report of debates in British Parliament, https://api.parliament.

uk/historic-hansard/index.html.
Employment, vol. 571: debated on Thursday 30 May 1957 Hansard, https://hansard.

parliament.uk/Commons/1957-05-30/debates/ee78f0db-b226-4820-a6ae-
00f8503e1e22/Employment.

Hungarian refugees, HC Deb 30.05.1957, vol. 571 c600, https://api.parliament.uk/
historic-hansard/commons/1957/may/30/hungarian-refugees.

Hungary, HC Deb 08 March 1957, vol. 566 cc715-69, https://api.parliament.uk/his-
toric-hansard/commons/1957/mar/08/refugees.

Hungary, HC Deb 19.12.1956, vol. 562 cc1317-414, p. 1347, https://api.parliament.
uk/historic-hansard/commons/1956/dec/19/hungary.

Hungary, HC Deb 19.12.1956, vol. 562 cc1317-414, https://api.parliament.uk/histor-
ic-hansard/commons/1956/dec/19/hungary.

Refugees, HC Deb 08.03.1957, vol. 566 cc715-69, https://api.parliament.uk/historic-
hansard/commons/1957/mar/08/refugees.

The National Archives of United Kingdom:

TNA – Memorandum by the Secretary of State for the Home Department, Dec 17, 
1956.

TNA – PREM 11/1715: Hungarian Refugees. 11735163. 4W138.
TNA, LAB 8/2580, Hungarian refugees: number accepted by NCB, March 8, 1957 

to June 14, 1957.

The National Archive of Scotland:

NAS – Fond HH 56/62, Employment of Hungarian Refugees, March 18, 1957.
NAS – Fond HH 56/62, Hungarian Refugees, HC Deb 06 December 1956, vol. 561 

c1442.
NAS – HH 48/66/4, Hungarian Refugees in Scotland.
NAS – HH 56/63 Hungarian Refugees.
NAS, Summary of positions as at 30-th September 1957, Fond HH 56/62 “Hungarian 

Refugees”.
NAS – Fond HH 56/63, Notes of Meeting of Official Co-ordinating Committee for 

Hungarian Refugees held in St. Andrews’s House, January 16, 1957.
NAS – HH/61/42, Possible Settlement of Hungarian Refugees in Orkney.
1957: Britons ‘have never had it so good’ (2008), http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/

dates/stories/july/20/newsid_3728000/3728225.stm.
220 refuse to work with refugees Strike at factory, “The Manchester Guardian”, 

May 28, 1957.



236	 Tadeusz Kopyś	 ŚSP 1 ’24

A Daily Telegraph a magyar disszidenszek helyzetéről (1959), “Magyar Nemzet”, De-
cember 23.

Aranjo de A., Assets and Liabilities: Refugees from Hungary and Egypt in France and 
in Britain, 1956–1960, http://eprints.nottingham.ac.uk/13503/.

Ashworth W., Pegg M. (1986), The History of the British Coal Industry 1946–1982, 
Nationalised Industry, vol. 5, Clarendon Press, Oxford.

Cesarani D. (1993), An Alien Concept? The Continuity of Anti-Alienism in British So-
ciety before 1940, in: The Internment of Aliens in Twentieth Century Britain, 
eds. D. Cesarani, .Kushner, Routledge, London.

Cohen A. (1959), British Policy in Changing Africa, Routledge, London.
Could there be a spy amongst a refugees? (1957), “Sunday Express”, December 2.
Dövenyi Z., Vukovich G. (1994), Hungary and International Migration, in: Euro-

pean Migration in the Late Twentieth. History Patterns, Actual Trends and 
Social Implications, eds. H. Fassmann, R. Münz, Edward Elgar Publishing, 
Laxenburg.

Edgerton D. (2018), The Rise and Fall of the British Nation, Penguin Books, London.
Gati Ch. (1986), Hungary and the Soviet Bloc, Duke University Press, Durham.
Gatrel P. (2011), Free World? The Campaign to Save the World’s Refugees 1956–

1963, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.
Gémes A. (2008), Austria and the 1956 Hungarian Revolution Between Solidarity 

and Neutrality, PLUS-Pisa University Press, Pisa.
Goodhart D. (2013), The British Dream: Successes and Failures of Post-war Immi-

gration, Atlantic Books, London.
Hanson J. (1995), Sympathy, Antipathy, Hostility. British Attitudes to non-repatriable 

Poles and Ukrainians after the Second World War and to the Hungarian Refu-
gees of 1956, Unpublished doctoral thesis (University of Sheffield).

Horn A. (2009), Juke Box Britain: Americanisation and Youth Culture, 1945–1960, 
Manchester University Press, Manchester.

Hungarian Refugee Marries (1957), Daily Telegraph and Morning Post, January 4.
Jackson M. E. (2006), The Most Welcomed (?) Refugees, Loftonian Publications, East 

Cleveland–North Yorkshire.
Kecskés D. G. (2010), Egy humanitárius csoda anatómiája – az 1956-os magyar me-

nekültek nyugati befogadása, “Külügyi Szemle”, 9/4, pp. 158–168.
Kingsley M. (1957), What We Can Do About Hungary?, “The New Statesman and 

Nation”, 9.02.
Kurcewicz U. (2014), The evolution of British immigrant integration policy after 

World War II: a historical and political science perspective, „Rocznik Inte-
gracji Europejskiej”, no. 8.

Kuschner T. (2006), Remembering Refugees: Then and Now, Manchester University 
Press, Manchester.



ŚSP 1 ’24	 Hungarian Refugees in the United Kingdom in the Context...	 237

Layton-Henry Z. (1984), The Politics of Race in Britain, George Allen and Unwin, 
London.

Lénárt A., Cooper T. (2012), Emigration from Hungary in 1956 and the Emigrants as 
Tourists to Hungary, “The Hungarian Historical Review”, vol. 1, 3/4.

Litván Gy. (1984), Irányzatok és viták a bécsi magyar emigrációban, in: A két 
világháború közötti Magyarországról, ed. M. Lackó, Kossuth Könyek, Bu-
dapest.

Litván Gy. (1996), Hungarian Revolution of 1956. Reform, Revolt and Repression 
1953–1963, Longman Pub Group, London–New York, s. 94–95.

Loescher G. (1993), Beyond Charity – International Cooperation and the Global Ref-
ugee Crisis, Oxford University Press Inc, New York.

Magyarok mindenütt (1959), “Dél-Keresztje Független Magyarország”, February 15.
McDowell L. (2013), Working Lives: Gender, Migration and Employment in Britain, 

1945–2007, John Wiley and Sons Ltd, Oxford.
Menekültek Angliában (1959), “Amerikai Magyar Népszava-Szabadság”, August 26.
Mezey A. G. (1960), Personal Background, Emigration, and Mental Disorder in Hun-

garian Refugees, “Journal of Mental Science”, 106, s. 618–627.
Miłosz Cz. (1960), Węgry. Dokumenty, Instytut Literacki, Paryż.
Nincs hely a diszidált magyar bányászok számára Angliában (1958), “Magyar 

Nemzet”, February 21
Paul K. (1997), Whitewashing Britain: Race and Citizenship in the Postwar Era, Itha-

ca Cornell University Press.
Plender R. (1972), International Migration Law, Springer, Leiden.
Post-War Record in output of Coal this year Stocks the largest since the war (1957), 

“The Manchester Guardian”, March 1.
Ramsden J. (2022), The Oxford Companion to Twentieth-Century British Politics, 

Oxford University Press, Oxford–New York.
Rawnsley G. D. (1999), The BBC external services and the Hungarian uprising, 1956, 

in: Cold war propaganda in the 1950’s, ed. G. D. Rawnsley, Macmillan Press.
Refugess Prefer to go on. Scotland too Near Russians for Hungarians’ Peace on Mind 

(1956), “The Scotsman”, December 11, p. 4.
Refugess Prefer to Go on. Scotland too Near Russians for Hungarians’ Peace on Mind, 

The Scotsman, 11 grudnia 1956 r., s. 4.
Resolution 1129 (XI) 587th plenary meeting, 21 November 1956, https://www.

google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&rct=j&opi=89978449&url=https://docu-
ments.un.org.

Schain A. M. (2008), The politics of immigration in France, Britain, and the United 
States: A comparative study, Springer, Cambridge.

Solomos J. (1989), Race and Racism in Contemporary Britain, Springer, Hampshire.
Soós K. (2002), 1956-os magyar menekültek a statisztikai adatok tükrében, “Levéltári 

Szemle”, 52/3, pp. 56–60.



238	 Tadeusz Kopyś	 ŚSP 1 ’24

Spencer R. I. (1997), British Immigration Policy Since 1939: The Making of Multi-Ra-
cial Britain, Routledge.

Taylor A. (2003), The NUM and British Politics, vol. 1: 1944–1968, Aldershot.
Thane P. (2001), Cassell’s Companion to 20th-Century British History, Orion Press, 

London.
The History of the Soviet Bloc 1945–1991, A Chronology (2022), Part II: 1953–1968, 

ed. Csaba Békés,  Corvinus University of Budapest, Centre for Social Sciences, 
Institute for Political Science, Cold War History Research Center, Budapest.

Training at 8 pound a week, But no jobs for refugee miners?, “The Manchester Guard-
ian”, January 1, 1957.

Ungváry K. (2013), “Anglia a második legnagyobb ellensége Magyarországnak” 
A londoni magyar hírszerző rezidentúra működése saját jelentései tükrében 
1951 és 1965 között, “Századok”, R. 147/6, pp. 1513–1560.

Webster W. (2008), Britain and the Refugees of Europe 1939–50, in: Gendering Mi-
gration, Routledge, London.

Work Sought for Refugees From Egypt (1957), Daily Telegraph and Morning Post, 
January 7.

Węgierscy uchodźcy w Wielkiej Brytanii w kontekście polityki krajowej 
(1956–1957) 

 
Streszczenie

Po stłumieniu powstania na Węgrzech w 1956 r. na Zachód wyjechała liczna grupa 
uchodźców politycznych, w większości młodych i często wysoko wykwalifikowanych 
fachowców. Większość uchodźców uciekła do Austrii. Austria natychmiast wezwała 
państwa do pomocy zarówno finansowej, jak i fizycznej poprzez przesiedlenie uchodź-
ców. Większość uchodźców została bardzo szybko przesiedlona do innych krajów. 
Fakty te stoją w jaskrawym kontraście ze współczesną praktyką przesiedleńczą, która 
charakteryzuje się niedoborem miejsc przesiedlenia i niewielką liczbą państw prze-
siedleńczych. Niedobory miejsc pracy oraz specyfika polityki migracyjnej niektórych 
krajów (np. Wielkiej Brytanii) spowodowały, że część uchodźców nie znalazła na dłu-
żej miejsca w krajach europejskich i dlatego szukali schronienia za oceanem. W latach 
1956 i 1957 Kanada przyjęła ponad 37 500 węgierskich uchodźców. Stany Zjednoczone 
były też częściej wybierane przez uchodźców niż np. Wielka Brytania.
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