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It is by now well known that German Jews – the primary targets of Hitler’s racial madness – found the doors of the United States of America, Canada, South Africa and other potential destinations tightly closed during the 1930s. Even the 1938 international conference at Evian on the question of Jewish refugees failed in any substantial way to offer hope. One potential destination for German Jewish refugees that has hitherto received no academic attention was the British Protectorate of Northern Rhodesia, subsequently Zambia. Technically without immigration restrictions, and constitutionally under the authority of Britain, Northern Rhodesia was, as Shapiro’s brief book informs us, a potential haven. Moreover, the British Colonial Office was fully aware of its potential and seriously considered plans for fairly large-scale Jewish settlement.

During late 1989, while engaged in a general study of Zambian Jewry,
 Shapiro wondered why advantage had not been taken of Northern Rhodesia’s open door policy. To find answers to his question, he went in search of what turned out to be forgotten British files, sealed for more than fifty years. Capturing the drama of his discovery, Shapiro writes of being ‘the first person to untie those ribbons since they had been archived away’ (p.2) and of having his initial findings made in Zambia, quickly confirmed. The whole question of Jewish emigration to Northern Rhodesia was, the author notes, ‘fast evolving into a provocative subject’. 

Shapiro traces that subject, beginning in 1934 with initiatives taken by London’s Emigration (Planning) Committee (an organisation of mainly Jewish notables), to ameliorate the plight of German Jews through settlement schemes in Northern Rhodesia. Notwithstanding its efforts, publicity was never given to this potential destination. The Foreign and Colonial Offices did, however, entertain a number of schemes designed to enable German Jews to settle in the British Protectorate. They all came to naught. The Jewish community of Northern Rhodesia certainly did its best, with innovative schemes and financial help for their co-religionists. South African Jewry added its material support. However age-old anti-Jewish prejudices amongst significant sectors of the settler population thwarted serious intervention and settlement.

Haven in Africa is an important contribution towards the ‘bystander’ literature and a depressing addition to a larger canvas of missed opportunities. Only two hundred and fifty Jews ultimately found security in this remote part of southern Africa. The British Government, in Shapiro’s view, failed to exercise its constitutional muscle. Moreover negotiations were, as Shapiro puts it, ‘kept under wraps as much as possible’ (p.132). Why this was the case remains a perplexing question. Also perplexing is why the Emigration (Planning) Committee, seemingly guided by Anthony de Rothschild, failed to publicise to would be refugees what was after all an open destination.

Shapiro deserves credit for chasing the documentation, judiciously examining responses, and clarifying the debate. At times a greater sense of political context would have enhanced the discussion but, all in all, his pioneering and carefully researched account will be appreciated.
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