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The Loughton Boys:
Holocaust Survivors
in the
Epping Forest District

Lesson 1
Learning Resources produced by Epping
Forest District Museum with funding from the
National Lottery Heritage Fund

What was the Holocaust?
The Holocaust was the murder
of approximately 6 million Jewish men, women and children
by Nazi Germany and its collaborators
during the Second World War.
Official definition given by the Holocaust Educational Trust

Holocaust Survivors: The Loughton Boys
Between December 1945 and January 1947, a
house on the border of Buckhurst Hill and
Loughton became home to 30 boys aged
between 16 and 21.
They were part of the first group of young
survivors of the Holocaust who came to Britain
to begin their recovery and start new lives.
For over 5 years the boys had endured slave
labour and the Nazi concentration camp
system. In most cases, none of their family
members had survived.
A total of 715 children eventually came to
Britain. They are known as ‘The Boys’ as,
despite the mix of ages and the fact that 192
were girls, most were teenage boys.

Where were the Loughton Boys from?
All were born in Poland in the 1920s and 1930s.
They recall happy childhoods with family and
friends.
At this time, Poland had the largest Jewish
population in Europe of over 3 million people.

Lodz

The boys lived in Polish towns with large,
vibrant Jewish populations, mainly the
industrial cities of Lodz, Piotrkow,
Czestochowa and Gorlice.

Piotrkow

The Jewish community had a lively and diverse
social, cultural, religious and political life.
Polish nationalism and economic instability in
the 1930s led to rising anti-Semitism in Poland
before the German invasion in 1939. Some
boys recall experiencing this.

Czestochowa

Zionist Youth Group
in pre-war Gorlice

Who were the Nazis?
The Nazi Party was one of a number of rightwing extremist political groups that emerged in
Germany following World War I.
After its leader, Adolf Hitler, became Chancellor
of Germany in January 1933, the Nazi
government began systematic persecution of
the Jews.
Jews made up just 1% of the German
population and initially Nazi policy was aimed
at driving them out of Germany.
The Nazi Party had an aggressive expansionist
foreign policy and invaded Poland in September
1939, triggering World War II.

German Jewish Passport United States Holocaust Museum
In August 1938 German authorities decreed that by 1 January 1939, Jewish men
and women with first names of “non-Jewish” origin had to add “Israel” and
“Sara,” respectively, to their given names.
All German Jewish passports were stamped with an identifying red letter “J”

German Invasion of Poland
The German invasion of Poland in 1939
brought this persecution to Jewish
communities there.
Polish Jews were forced to wear a
yellow badge. They had to leave their
homes to live in one part of the town,
called a ghetto. The first ghetto was
established in Piotrkow, the hometown
of some of the Loughton boys.
They could leave the ghetto for work
but had to return under a curfew.
Conditions were cramped and
unhygienic. Many died as diseases
spread or were murdered in the streets
by those policing the ghettos.
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Images of the
Warsaw Ghetto
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The Final Solution
In 1942, the Final Solution was initiated – the
Nazi leadership’s plan to murder the entire
Jewish population of Europe.
Tens of thousands of people were rounded up
from the ghettos and transported straight to
their deaths in extermination camps.

This was the moment at which many of the
Loughton boys were finally separated from
their families. As young, strong boys they
were selected to work in the forced labour
camps.
Over 6 million Jews were murdered.
This included almost all the relatives
of the Loughton boys.

The Concentration Camps
Concentration camps supplied the Germans
with a slave labour force.
Conditions were terrible. The work was hard
and dangerous, food was scarce.
Punishments were brutal. Many of the boys,
aged between 12 and 19 years in 1942,
witnessed death every day. They came close
to death themselves on many occasions.
This record for Loughton boy Harry Balsam
shows how often he was moved from camp
to camp.
He left the Gorlice camp on his 11th birthday.

The Final days and Liberation
In 1944 the Allied armies advanced on Germany
from east and west.
Inmates of camps were forced on death marches
or crammed into freight train wagons, travelling
for weeks to camps deeper in German territory.
Thousands died in the terrible conditions,
already suffering the effects of years of
starvation, ill-health and harsh treatment.
Many of the boys passed through AuschwitzBirkenau and Buchenwald at this point. Their final
destination was the Theresienstadt ghetto in
Czechoslovakia.
Those arriving on the final transports believed
they were about to be murdered, but as the trains
stopped just outside Theresienstadt they heard
they had been liberated.

After the War
The Red Cross took control of Theresienstadt on 2 May
1945. It was liberated by the Soviet troops on 8 May
1945.

By this point, many of the Loughton boys were already
close to death, suffering from malnutrition and
diseases such as dysentery.
As they began to recover, there was the question of
what to do and where to go next.
Those like Ben Helfgott who tried returning to his
home town in Poland, found no welcome there.
With no families and no homes, even in peacetime the
boys still faced a very difficult situation.
Leonard Montefiore head of the Central British Fund
for German Jewry (CBF), stepped in to help.

Homework
You will have the opportunity to research
one of the Loughton boys.
There is a profile for each boy and a
worksheet with questions to help guide you
as you make notes.
We don’t have full profiles for all the boys –
research is still ongoing - so don’t worry if
you can’t answer all the questions.
Be prepared to contribute in the next lesson
by sharing information you have researched
on your boy about his experiences before
and during the war, as well as what
happened to him after he came to Britain.

