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Slide 1: Title Slide: America & the Holocaust 
 
Much has been written regarding America’s role during those years of persecution and 
destruction.  
 
Accusing the U.S. not only of abandoning the Jews, but of complicity in the Holocaust, David 
Wyman has written:  “The Nazis were the murderers but we were the all too passive 
accomplices.”  
 
In an outstanding recent contribution to this debate, scholar Richard Breitman argues that if 
Britain had released the decrypts about the Nazi massacres in the Soviet Union in 1941, it might 
have alerted Jews earlier to what was happening or about to happen, hopefully enabling more 
to escape.  
 
Still others are critical of American Jews during this period for being “passive observers,” for not 
wanting to know what was happening in the genocide of Europe’s Jews, for being so absorbed 
in their effort to be accepted or assimilated in American society that they chose silence rather 
than public outrage at the Nazi crimes.  
 
The corollary to this line of argument is why did American Jews give their overwhelming support 
to President Roosevelt if, as his critics allege, he was indifferent to the fate of Europe’s Jews 
despite his knowledge of what was happening to them? Why did the U.S. not let the S.S. 
St.Louis land?  Why did the Allies not bomb Auschwitz?  
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Slide 2: Immigration Background 
 
 

Slide 3: Immigration Chart 
1917 Immigration Act 
 
Prior to the 1920’s, American society was open to all.  
 
1917 Immigration Act  
 
• Immigrants had to pass a series of reading and writing tests. Many of the poorer immigrants, 

especially those from eastern Europe, had received no education and therefore failed the 
tests and were refused entry. Anyone over the age of 16 had to be literate. 

• Immigrants from eastern Asia, particularly India were barred. 
 
 
 

Slide 4: Immigration Chart: 
1921 Emergency Quota Act 
 
Congress’ first attempt to regulate immigration  by setting admission “quotas” based on 
nationality. 
 
Restricted the number of immigrants to 357,000 per year, and also set down a quote – only 3% 
of the total population of any overseas group already in the US in 1910. 
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Slide 5: Immigration Chart 
1924: National Origins Act (Johnson-Reed Act) 
 
In the 1920’s, East Europeans started to come to the U.S. fleeing pogroms in Russia.  At this time 
the U.S. formulated its first broad restriction on immigration aimed at reducing emigration from 
“undesirable” areas of Europe, especially eastern Europe and the Balkans.  American policy 
makers wanted to prevent thousands of penniless Jews from southern and eastern Europe from 
entering the US. 
 
In 1924, the Johnson-Reed Act (National Origins Act) was passed.  
This law reduced the maximum number of immigrants to 164,000 per year and cut the quote to 
2%, based on the population of the US in 1890. It completely excluded immigrants from Asia. 
 
Although Germany had the second highest quota allotment under the act, the number of Jews 
trying to flee to the United States meant that immigrants had to wait, often for years, on a list. 
 
Significantly fewer southern and Eastern Europeans (Italy, Austria-Hungary, Russia) were 
recorded in the 1890 census (compared to 1920), thus effectively reducing immigration from 
these regions.  Previous immigrants from these countries were often poor, illiterate, Roman 
Catholic or Jewish, and many US citizens feared Communism. 
 
This policy made more room for countries like Great Britain. The two countries with the highest 
quotas were Great Britain (65,721) and Germany (25,957).   
 
No distinction was made between refugees and immigrants. 
 
The most immediate impact of the new law was the restriction of eastern Europeans, 
particularly Jews. Between 1880-1924, approximately 2 million European Jews entered the 
country.  In the year after passage of this law, fewer than 10,000 European Jews were able to 
enter on an annual basis. Between 1921 and 1929, the average number of Poles entering the US 
was reduced from an annual average of 95,000 to fewer than 10,000.  
 
The 1924 Immigration Act reflected popular sentiment that the United States had absorbed as 
many immigrants as it could and that further immigrants, with their poverty, their European 
quarrels, and there pro-labor or even pro-communist ideas, would only destabilize American 
society.  
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Slide 6: Immigration Chart 
1929: National Origins Act 
 
The annual quotas of the 1924 Act were made permanent. 
 
Of the 154,000 people allowed in the US each year, almost 84,000 were British and Irish, people 
who did not need to flee from the Nazis. 
 
While the new law cut the quota for northern and western European countries by 29%, it 
slashed the number for southern and eastern Europe by 87%.  Italy’s quota , for example, was 
reduced from 42,057 to 3,845. 
 
The annual German quota to the US was 25,957, but little of that was being used. 
 
LPC Clause Added (Likely to become Public Charge): 
No immigrant could be admitted who might become a public charge. The new policy 
significantly reduced immigration 
 
 

Slide 7: Jewish Organizations in the US 
 
 

 

Slide 8: American Jewish Committee 
 
• Although active in protesting Nazi mistreatment of German Jews, the AJC abstained from 

publicly calling upon the US government to admit additional refugees from Germany. In this 
stance, they shared the views of other American Jewish organizations, which feared that 
such a demand would lead to further restrictions on immigration and an increase in 
American antisemitism. 

• In 1936 the American Jewish Congress was instrumental in establishing the World Jewish 
Congress (WJC) 
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Slide 9: American Jewish Congress 
 
• Although active in protesting Nazi mistreatment of German Jews, the AJC abstained from 

publicly calling upon the US government to admit additional refugees from Germany. In this 
stance, they shared the views of other American Jewish organizations, which feared that 
such a demand would lead to further restrictions on immigration and an increase in 
American antisemitism. 

• In 1936 the American Jewish Congress was instrumental in establishing the World Jewish 
Congress (WJC) 

 

Slide 10: Rabbi Stephen S. Wise 
 

Slide 11: American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee 
 
The largest nonpolitical organization dedicated to helping Jews in distress all over the world. 
Generally known as the JDC or “Joint” and headquartered in New York. 
 
It was founded on November 27, 1914 with the aim of centralizing allocations of aid to Jews 
adversely affected by World War I. 
 
With the beginning of World War II, the JDC assisted Jewish emigration from Europe. In 1941, it 
provided financial support for the departure of refugees from Lithuania to Palestine and Japan. 
Aid was also sent to Jews in German-occupied territories. JDC aid even penetrated the 
Polish ghettos, thanks to the efforts of Sally Mayer, director of the organization’s Swiss branch, 
and Isaac Gitterman, director of the Polish branch, who managed to transfer $300,000 to the 
Jewish underground in Poland in 1943–1944. In those same years, the JDC, through the 
International Red Cross, gave aid to Jews in  Transnistria. In 1944, Mayer participated in 
ransoming three trainloads of Hungarian Jews (3,344 persons) from the Nazis. 
 
The American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee was the main financial benefactor towards 
Jewish emigration from Europe and rescue attempts of Jews from Nazi-controlled 
territories. From the outbreak of World War II through 1944, JDC made it possible for more than 
81,000 Jews to emigrate out of Nazi-occupied Europe to safety. JDC also smuggled aid to Jewish 
prisoners in labor camps and helped finance the Polish Jewish underground in preparations for 
the 1943 Warsaw Ghetto revolt.In addition, JDC was a major channel keeping American Jewish 
leaders informed—often in detail—about the holocaust. 
 
At the end of the war, an agreement was reached between David Ben-Gurion, then chairman of 
the Jewish Agency Executive, and Joseph Schwartz, chairman of the JDC’s European Executive 
Committee, stipulating that the JDC would take care of Jews in displaced persons camps and 
would finance legal and illegal Jewish emigration from Eastern Europe. 
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Slide 12: 1932 
 
 
 

Slide 13: November 8, 1932 
Roosevelt elected President 
 
 

Slide 14: 1933 
 
January Hitler named Chancellor 
March  Dachau opens 
April  Gestapo created by Göring 
April 1  Boycott of Jewish business 
May 10 Nazi book burning 
July  Forced sterilization begins 
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Slide 15: March 23, 1933: Jewish War Veterans Declare Boycott of German 
Goods & Services 
 
On March 23, 1933, to kick off this boycott, the JWV led a massive parade through the streets of 
Manhattan to City Hall, where Commander-in-Chief J. George Fredman presented Mayor 
O’Brien with a resolution calling for the severance of diplomatic relations with Germany. Many 
other groups followed the JWV’s initiative, leading to an international boycott movement. 
 
Despite the fact that much support was expressed for the boycotts, many important 
organizations and leaders (both Jewish and among the American public) did not back the 
movement. Some, such as the American Jewish Committee and B'nai B'rith in the US, the Board 
of Deputies of British Jews in England, and the Alliance Israelite Universelle in France, even 
opposed the movement.  
 
The Jewish Agency could not support the boycott movement because of the transfer agreement 
it had made with Germany, allowing them to help German Jews leave for Palestine, but 
forfeiting their right to protest Germany's activities.  
 
The March 24, 1933 issue of The Daily Express of London (shown above) described how Jewish 
leaders, in combination with powerful international Jewish financial interests, had launched a 
boycott of Germany for the express purpose of crippling her already precarious economy in the 
hope of bringing down the new Hitler regime.  
 
Stephen Wise came on to the boycott a bit later… 
In his autobiography, Rabbi Stephen Wise, one of the most powerful and respected leaders of 
the American Jewish Community during that era, and a personal friend and close advisor to 
FDR, tells how in October, 1932, he received a report from a scholar whom he had sent to 
Germany and who had interviewed 30 leading Jews all of whom with one exception had 
declared that “Hitler would never come to power.”  They sent a message to tell Rabbi Wise that 
“he need not concern himself with Jewish affairs in Germany.  If he insists upon dealing with 
Jewish affairs in Europe, let him occupy himself with Jewish problems in Poland and Romania…” 
  
Five weeks after Adolf Hitler became Chancellor of Germany in 1933, Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
became President of the U.S.  FDR stood in opposition to Hitler from the very beginning. 
  
About that time various Jewish forces, led by American Jewish Congress President Rabbi 
Stephen Wise, civil rights crusader Louis Untermeyer, and the combative Jewish War Veterans, 
initiated a highly effective boycott of German goods and services.  The purpose was to deliver 
an economic deathblow to the Nazi party, which had promised to rebuild the strapped German 
economy.  They threatened to destroy Germany’s economy if the Reich’s anti-Jewish actions 
persisted. 
 
April, 1933: Total Reich exports were down 10% due to the boycott.   
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Slide 16: March 27, 1933 
Protest Rally at Madison Square Garden 
 
The American Jewish Congress was among the first groups in the United States to oppose 
Nazism. It held a mass rally as early as March 1933, soon after Hitler rose to power in Germany, 
and continued to hold rallies throughout the war years.  
 
There was a gigantic rally at Madison Square Garden, organized by Rabbi Wise and the 
American Jewish Congress to protest Nazi treatment of Jews.  Simultaneous rallies were held in 
70 other metropolitan areas in the U.S. and Europe. 
 
Interestingly, Rabbi Wise received a message from leading German rabbis urging him to cut out 
such meetings…that American Jews were doing this for their own purposes and in the process 
were destroying the Germany that the German Jews loved. 
 
The New York rally was broadcast worldwide. An overflow crowd of 55,000 inside the Garden 
and in the streets outside heard AJCongress president Bernard Deutsch, American Federation of 
Labor president William Green, Senator Robert F. Wagner, former New York governor Al Smith 
and several Christian clergy call for an immediate cessation of the brutal treatment being 
inflicted on German Jewry. 
 
 
 

Slide 17: March 27, 1933 
Victor Klemperer Quote 
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Slide 18: April 1, 1933 
Nazi Boycott of Jewish Stores 
 
In Germany, Joseph Goebbels responds to the American Boycott 
Goebbels accused German Jewry of engineering a worldwide boycott of German goods to 
destroy the German economy. He denounced the American complaints as slanders generated 
by "Jews of German origin.“ Nazi Propaganda chief Joseph Goebbels announced a campaign of 
"sharp countermeasures" against these attacks. He accused German Jewry of engineering a 
worldwide boycott of German goods to destroy the German economy.  
 
To give Jews a taste of their own medicine, Goebbels announced that the following Saturday, 
April 1, all good Aryan Germans would boycott Jewish-owned businesses. If, after the one-day 
boycott, the false charges against the Nazis in the overseas press stopped, there would be no 
further boycott of Jewish businesses. If worldwide Jewish attacks on the Nazi regime 
continued, Goebbels warned, "the boycott will be resumed … until German Jewry has been 
annihilated.“ 
 
The boycott was claimed to be in reaction to unflattering newspaper stories appearing in Britain 
and America concerning Hitler's new regime. The Nazis assumed most journalists were either 
Jewish or sympathetic to Jews and thus they labeled the bad publicity as "atrocity propaganda" 
spread by "international Jewry." 
 
The boycott came off as planned. German police and SS troops enforced store closings. 
Protestors smashed the windows of some Jewish-owned shops and department stores and 
forced others to close when Nazis set off stink bombs inside them. 
 
 
 

Slide 19: VIDEO 
May 5, 1933: Jewish anti-Nazi March in Chicago (1:29) 
 
Another March like this occurred in New York on May 10, 1933. 
File footage available:  
https://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/media_fi.php?ModuleId=10005182&MediaId=247 
 

Slide 20: May 10, 1933 
Nazi Book Burnings: Demonstrations in New York 
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Slide 21: May 1933 
Friends of New Germany Formed 
 
Nazi Deputy Fuhrer Rudolf Hess gave German immigrant and German Nazi Party member Heinz 
Spanknobel authority to form an American Nazi organization. 

 

Shortly thereafter, with help from the German consul in New York City, Spanknöbel created the 
Friends of New Germany (FONG) by merging two older organizations in the United States, Gau-
USA and the Free Society of Teutonia, which were both small groups with only a few hundred 
members each. 
 
The FONG was based in New York but had a strong presence in Chicago. Members wore a 
uniform, a white shirt and black trousers for men with a black hat festooned with a red symbol. 
Women members wore a white blouse and a black skirt. 
 
The Friends loudly advocated for the Nazi cause, storming the offices of New York’s largest 
German-language paper (demanding that Nazi-sympathetic articles be published), countering 
Jewish boycotts of German businesses, and holding swastika-strewn rallies in black and white 
uniforms. 
 
Spanknobel was deported in October 1933 for failing to register as a foreign agent. The 
organization existed into the mid-1930’s, although it always remained small with a membership 
of 5-10,000. 
 
In 1935,Hess called for the leaders of Friends to return to Germany and for all German citizens 
to leave the organization. 
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Slide 22: August 25, 1933 /  
Ha’avarah (Transfer) Agreement 
 
HAAVARA, a company for the transfer of Jewish property from Nazi Germany to Palestine. The 
Trust and Transfer Office Haavara Ltd., was established in Tel Aviv, following an agreement with 
the German government in August 1933, to facilitate the emigration of Jews to Palestine by 
allowing the transfer of their capital in the form of German export goods.  
  
On August 7, 1933 a delegation of four German & Palestinian Zionists and 1 independent 
Palestinian Jewish businessman met in Berlin with the Director of German Foreign Currency. 
 
The Nazis wanted to know how far the Zionists were willing to go with their boycott. One of 
their principal goals in negotiating with the Zionist movement was to fragment the Jewish 
boycott of German goods. Although in retrospect we know the boycott had only a marginal 
effect on German economic development in the 1930s, at the time it was perceived as a 
genuine threat.  
 
The Zionists wanted to know how far the Reich was willing to go in allowing them to rescue 
German Jews. 
  
On August 10, 1933, the Transfer Agreement was born.  This agreement permitted Jews to leave 
Germany and take some of their assets in the form of new German goods. The German goods 
were purchased with frozen Jewish assets held in Germany.  When the merchandise was sold, 
the sale proceeds were given to the emigrants, minus a commission for administration and a 
portion reserved for Zionist state-building projects. 
  
This Transfer Agreement enabled both Germany and the Jewish community in Palestine to 
achieve key objectives.  Transfer helped Germany defeat the boycott, create jobs at home, and 
convert Jewish assets into Reich economic recovery.  It helped the Zionists overcome a major 
obstacle to continued Jewish immigration and expansion in Palestine.  Under British regulations 
then in force in Palestine, Jews could not enter without a so-called Capitalist Certificate, proving 
they possessed the equivalent of $5,000, thus qualifying the immigrant as an investor.  Transfer 
gave destitute Germans the required $5,000 (actually their own seized funds) once the assigned 
German goods were sold. 
  
The price of this commerce-linked exodus was the abandonment of the economic war against 
Germany.  It had been a painful choice between relief vs. rescue… 
 
The Haavara continued to function until World War II, in spite of vigorous attempts by the Nazi 
Party to stop or curtail its activities.  
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Relief – defending the right of Jews to remain where they were as free and equal Citizens 
Rescue – moving to a Jewish homeland in Palestine – the Zionist ideal 
  
… rescue had won! 
 
August 24, 1933 
Eighteenth Zionist Congress opened in Prague.  Rabbi Wise fought the Transfer Agreement.  He 
lost.  The Agreement was adopted as official policy. 
  
Ultimately, the war did force an end to Transfer, but not before some 55,000 Jews were able to 
find a haven in Palestine. 
  
Those who would condemn the Zionist decision to enter into a pact with Hitler have the luxury 
of hindsight.  In 1933, the Zionists could not have foreseen the Holocaust.  From the Zionist 
point of view, the boycott did succeed.  Without it, there would never have been a Transfer 
Agreement, which contributed immeasurably to a strengthened Jewish community in Palestine 
and the creation of the State of Israel.  And the Transfer would never have happened had 
American Jews not mobilized as quickly as they did, only days after Hitler rose to power. 
 
  
 

Slide 23: 1934 
 
June Night of Long Knives (Röhm Affair) 
August Hitler becomes fuehrer 
 
 
 

Slide 24: May 17, 1934 
Friends of New Germany Rally, Madison Square Garden 
 
One of the Friends of New Germany early initiatives was to counter the Jewish boycott of 
German goods, which started in March 1933.. 
 

 
Slide 25: 1935 
 
September Nuremberg Laws 
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Slide 26: September 24, 1935 
Jewish Response to the Nuremberg Laws 
 
 
Slide 27: Nuremberg Laws Quiz 
 
Answer C 
 
A & B 
American newspapers covered the anti-Jewish Nuremberg Laws in depth but isolationist 
pressure, general anti-immigration sentiments and antisemitism in the U.S. prevented Pres. 
Roosevelt from removing restrictions on Jews emigrating from Germany to the U.S. 
 
C 
Groups and individuals, including Rabbi Stephen Wise, encouraged Roosevelt to take a stronger 
stand in support of German Jews. 
 
 
 

Slide 28: 1936 
 
July  Sachsenhausen opens 
August  Berlin Olympics 
 

 

Slide 29: Refugee Chart, 1936 
 
In 1936, Roosevelt needed to be re-elected.  He consulted with Rabbi Stephen Wise as to what 
it would take to get the Jewish vote.  Wise told him he needed to act on the refugees.  Sure 
enough, there was some easing on refugee restrictions late in 1936. 
 
In 1936, in response to the Nazi confiscation of personal assets as a precondition to Jewish 
emigration, Roosevelt greatly modified Hoover’s ruling regarding financial sponsorships for 
refugees thereby allowing a substantially greater number of visas to be issued. 
 
Also in 1936, consuls were told to soften their stance and change their criteria from whether 
candidates were “likely” to become a public charge to whether it was “probable” that they 
would.  
 
Immigration more than doubled between 1936 and 1937, but it was still less than ½ the 
permissible quote for Germany.   
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Slide 30: Documents needed by German-Jewish applicants to obtain a US Visa 
 

 

Slide 31: March 1936 
German American Bund  
 
After the dissolution of the Friends, a successive group, officially unconnected to the German 
government, was formed – the German American Bund in 1936, in Buffalo, NY.  The Bund 
continued the campaigns of antisemitism and anti-Communism and violent rhetoric, but 
wrapped them in patriotic, pro-American symbolism, holding up portraits of George 
Washington as the “First Fascist.” 
 
The Bund elected a German-Born American citizen, Fritz Kuhn, as its leader (became citizen in 
1934).  Kuhn was a veteran of the Bavarian infantry during WWI and an “old fighter” of the Nazi 
Party.  The administrative structure of the Bund mimicked the regional administrative 
subdivision of the Nazi Party.  The Bund’s national headquarters was in NYC. 
 
The bund received no financial or verbal support from Germany.  In fact on March 1, 1938, the 
Nazi government decreed that no German nationals could be a member of the Bund, and that 
no Nazi emblems were to be used by the organization. This was done both to appease the US 
and to distance Germany from the Bund, which was increasingly a cause of embarrassment. 
 
The German American Bund carried out active propaganda for its causes, published magazines 
and brochures, organized demonstrations, and maintained a number of youth camps run like 
Hitler Youth camps. 
 
The Bund reached the height of its prominence on February 20, 1939, when some 20,000 
members held a “Pro-America Rally” at Madison Square Garden. Kuhn criticized President 
Roosevelt by repeatedly referring to him as “Frank D. Rosenfeld,” call his New Deal the “Jew 
Deal” and denouncing what he believed to be Bolshevik-Jewish American leadership. 
 
In 1939, a NY tax investigation determined that Kuhn had embezzled $14,000 from the Bund.  
On Dec. 5 he was sentenced to 2-1/2 years in prison for tax evasion and embezzlement.  He was 
ultimately deported. 
 
The German American Bund closely cooperated with the "Christian Front" organized by the 
antisemitic priest Father Charles Coughlin. The activities of the German American Bund led both 
Jewish and non-Jewish congressional representatives to demand that it be investigated by the 
House Un-American Activities Committee chaired by Martin Dies. The Committee hearings, held 
in 1939, showed clear evidence of German American Bund ties to the Nazi government. 
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Shortly thereafter, Kuhn was convicted of embezzling funds from the organization and was 
sentenced to prison. In the following years, a number of other German American Bund leaders 
were interned as dangerous aliens, and others were jailed for various offenses. By 1941 the 
membership of the organization had waned. After the United States entered World War II in 
December 1941, the US government outlawed the German American Bund. 
 
 
 

Slide 32: 1936 Summer Olympics – Berlin 
 
This cartoon, “The Modern Mercury” by Jerry Doyle, appeared in The Philadelphia Record, 
December 7, 1935. The faded large figure in the background bears the label “Olympics ideals of 
sportsmanship and international good will.” The image of Hitler in the foreground bears the 
words “1936 Olympics,” “Intolerance and discrimination,” and “Nazism.” 
— Provided by the Historical Society of Pennsylvania 
 
 
Responding to reports of the persecution of Jewish athletes in 1933, Avery Brundage, president 
of the American Olympic Committee (AOC), stated: "The very foundation of the modern 
Olympic revival will be undermined if individual countries are allowed to restrict participation 
by reason of class, creed, or race.“ 
 
Brundage, like many others in the Olympic movement, initially considered moving the Games 
from Germany. After a brief and tightly managed inspection of German sports facilities in 1934, 
Brundage stated publicly that Jewish athletes were being treated fairly and that the Games 
should go on, as planned. 
 
Avery Brundage opposed a boycott, arguing that politics had no place in sport. He fought to 
send a US team to the 1936 Olympics, claiming: "The Olympic Games belong to the athletes and 
not to the politicians." He wrote in the AOC's pamphlet "Fair Play for American Athletes" that 
American athletes should not become involved in the present "Jew-Nazi altercation.“ 
 
As the Olympics controversy heated up in 1935, Brundage alleged the existence of a "Jewish-
Communist conspiracy" to keep the United States out of the Games. 
 
Judge Jeremiah Mahoney, president of the Amateur Athletic Union, led efforts to boycott the 
1936 Olympics. He pointed out that Germany had broken Olympic rules forbidding 
discrimination based on race and religion. In his view, participation would indicate an 
endorsement of Hitler's Reich. 
 
Mahoney was one of a number of Catholic leaders supporting a boycott. New York mayor 
Fiorello La Guardia, New York governor Al Smith, and Massachusetts governor James Curley also 
opposed sending a team to Berlin. The Catholic journal The Commonweal(November 8, 1935) 
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advised boycotting an Olympics that would set the seal of approval on radically anti-Christian 
Nazi doctrines. 
 
Another important boycott supporter, Ernst Lee Jahncke (a former assistant secretary of the US 
Navy), was expelled from the International Olympic Committee (IOC) in July 1936 after taking a 
strong public stand against the Berlin Games. The IOC pointedly elected Avery Brundage to fill 
Jahncke's seat. Jahncke is the only member in the 100-year history of the IOC to be ejected. 
 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt did not become involved in the boycott issue, despite warnings 
from high-level American diplomats regarding Nazi exploitation of the Olympics 
for propaganda purposes. Roosevelt continued a 40-year tradition in which the American 
Olympic Committee operated independently of outside influence. Both the US ambassador to 
Germany, William E. Dodd, and George Messersmith, head of the US Legation in Vienna, 
deplored the American Olympic Committee's decision to go to Berlin. 
 
During the months preceding the 1936 games, many prominent Americans called for boycotting 
the Oympics to protest the Nazis’ persecution of German Jewry. The July 1935 pogrom against 
Jews in Berlin, and the promulgation of the anti-Jewish Nuremberg Laws two months later, 
increased U.S. public opposition to the games. In addition to American Jewish organizations, 
groups such as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and 
the Catholic War Veterans also endorsed the boycott. 
 
Individual Jewish athletes from a number of countries also chose to boycott the Berlin Olympics. 
In the United States, some Jewish athletes and Jewish organiztions like the American Jewish 
Congress and the Jewish Labor Committee supported a boycott of the Berlin Games. 
 
Forty-nine teams from around the world competed in the Berlin Games, more than in any 
previous Olympics. 
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Slide 33: March 4, 1933 
Roosevelt elected President 
 
In 1936, Roosevelt needed to be re-elected.  He consulted with Rabbi Stephen Wise as to what 
it would take to get the Jewish vote.  Wise told him he needed to act on the refugees.  Sure 
enough, there was some easing on refugee restrictions late in 1936. 
 
 
Landslide re-election victory of President Roosevelt, with nearly complete Jewish support. 
 
 
 

Slide 34: 1937 
 
July  Buchenwald opens 
 
 
 

Slide 35: 1938 
 
March  Austria annexed 
July  Evian Conference 
August  Mauthausen opens 
  Middle names changed for Jews 
September Munich Agreement 
November Kristallnacht 
  Jewish children banned from public schools 
December Aryanization of Jewish businesses mandatory 
  First Kindertransport to Britain 
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Slide 36: Immigration Chart, 1938 
 
By 1938, about 150,000 German Jews (1:4) had left.  After Germany annexed Austria I March 
1938, an additional 185,000 Jews were brought under Nazi rule. 
 
After Germany annexed Austria in March 1938 (Anschluss), President Roosevelt himself 
suggested liberalizing immigration procedures and combining the German and Austrian quotas 
to make it more likely for Jews in Austria to obtain visas to the United States. That quickly led to 
the full use of the quota. 
 
Roosevelt's increased involvement in the refugee issue helped to fill the combined German and 
Austrian quota for the first time: 27,370 Germans and Austrians, mostly Jewish refugees, 
entered the United States in 1939, and 27,355 more in 1940. 
 
1938 was the only year in the 1930s when the quota was filled.   
 

 

Slide 37:  July 6-15, 1938 
Evian Conference:  Evian les Bains, France 
A Turning Point 
 
Evian was a definite turning point in modern Jewish history. By the time the Conference took 
place, the Nazis had persecuted the Jews for six years. There were economic boycotts. There 
were book-burnings. Jews were deprived of their wealth and financial security. They were fired 
from their jobs. They were declared second-class citizens with dubious protection by law. They 
were forbidden to sit, shop, and visit in certain places, to employ Christians and associate with 
them. There were physical harassments and occasional attacks. But there were no mass-
deportations and large-scale brutal assaults on a country-wide basis against Jewish residents. 
These began after Evian.  
 
After Germany annexed Austria in March 1938 and Nazi-sponsored street violence in both 
Austria and Germany dramatically increased the numbers of German and Austrian Jews seeking 
to emigrate, pressure mounted on US President Franklin D. Roosevelt to address the intensified 
refugee crisis. He responded by proposing an international conference to be held in the French 
resort town of Evian-les-Bains on July 6–15, 1938. 
 
At the same time, the tone of the invitation reflected US and international ambivalence about 
the refugee situation. 32 nations were invited with the reassurance that "no country will be 
expected... to receive a greater number of immigrants than is permitted by existing legislation.“ 
 
Roosevelt chose Myron C. Taylor, a businessman and close friend, to represent the US at the 
conference. During the nine-day meeting, delegate after delegate rose to express sympathy for 
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the refugees. But most countries, including the United States and Britain, offered excuses for 
not letting in more refugees. Only the Dominican Republic agreed to accept additional refugees. 
 
The conference attendees created the Intergovernmental Committee on Refugees (ICR), 
charged with approaching "the governments of the countries of refuge with a view to 
developing opportunities for permanent settlement" and seeking to persuade Germany to 
cooperate in establishing "conditions of orderly emigration." The ICR received little authority 
and virtually no funds or other support from its member nations. Its achievements were 
minimal until September 1939 when the beginning of World War II largely ended all efforts. 
 
The United States would not go beyond its usual annual German immigration quota of 25,957 – 
although it had allowed only a total of 27,000 German Jews to enter in the six years between 
Hitler’s rise to power and the Evian Conference. Inexplicably, the US Government demanded of 
the Jews desiring to migrate to the United States certificates of good conduct from the German 
police, a cruel and inhuman demand, in the full knowledge that the Germans at the time viewed 
the Jews worse than vermin.  
 
The Dominican Republic offered to take 100,000.  No one else offered to take any more than 
their usual quotas.  Hitler now knew that no one wanted the Jews. 
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Slide 38: November 9-10, 1938 
Kristallnacht 
 
The American public was fully informed regarding the events in Germany. Detailed reports 
about Kristallnacht appeared repeatedly on the front pages of the nation's newspapers during 
the days following the pogrom. However, some newspapers had difficulty acknowledging that 
the Nazis were motivated by hatred of Jews. A New York Times editorial argued that the Hitler 
regime's real motive was financial "that the purpose of the violence was to "make a profit for 
itself out of legalized loot." Likewise, the Baltimore Sun characterized the pogrom as a "money 
collecting enterprise.“ 
 
President Franklin Roosevelt responded to Kristallnacht with a sharp verbal condemnation and 
two gestures: 
• He recalled the U.S. ambassador from Germany for "consultations“ 
• He extended the visitors' visas of the approximately 12,000 German Jewish refugees who 

were then in the United States.  
But at the same time, FDR announced that liberalization of America's tight immigration quotas 
was "not in contemplation.“ 
 
In the wake of Kristallnacht, humanitarian-minded members of Congress introduced legislation 
to aid German Jewry. A bill sponsored by Sen. Robert Wagner (D-N.Y.) and Rep. Edith Rogers (R-
Mass.) proposed the admission of 20,000 German refugee children outside the quotas. Nativist 
and isolationist groups vociferously opposed the Wagner-Rogers bill. Typical of their perspective 
was a remark by FDR's cousin, Laura Delano Houghteling, who was the wife of the U.S. 
commissioner of immigration. She warned that "20,000 charming children would all too soon 
grow into 20,000 ugly adults." 
 
After Kristallnacht, FDR extended the visitors’ visas of 20,000 Germans and Austrians in the U.S. 
so they would not have to return, but he did nothing more.  The world should have known that 
intense pressure was being put on German Jews, but except for official protests and threats of 
boycotts against German made goods, the attitude was generally indifferent. 
 
Newspaper Coverage 
Newspapers in the United States devoted significant coverage to Nazi Germany and to Hitler in 
the 1930s. Articles on early persecution of the Jews, the opening of the Dachau, 
Nazi boycotts of Jewish stores, and book burning sat next to reports about the New Deal and 
American domestic concerns. Once the United States entered World War II, many newspapers 
did not give prominent coverage to reports of Nazi atrocities, privileging news of the war and 
reports that could be verified by reporters. The New York Times, in particular, has been criticized 
by some scholars for placing news of Nazi mass murder on the interior pages. 
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Slide 39 
VIDEO:  Protest rally in NYC in response to Kristallnacht (1:05) 
 
This footage shows scenes from a protest rally in New York City. 
 Rabbi Stephen S. Wise voiced the outrage of the American Jewish community. As part of an 
official protest by the United States government against the violence, President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt recalled America's ambassador from Germany. 
 
TRANSCRIPT 
The American people led the worldwide protest against the Nazi pogrom. Anti-Hitler 
demonstrations have taken place all over the country. Jewish protest in this genuinely 
democratic nation was voiced by Chief Rabbi Wise: "American Jews are resolved, together with 
all other racial and religious groups in American life, to safeguard the equal rights of Jews, at 
home and abroad." Washington lined up with the people. Summoning his cabinet on learning of 
the Hitler pogrom, President Roosevelt took an unparalleled step. He recalled the American 
ambassador from Germany. So, from the United States embassy, full evidence of the atrocities is 
being taken by Ambassador Hugh Wilson to his president. Hitler retaliated by recalling his 
minister from Washington. 
 
 

 

Slide 40: 1939 
 
February Wagner-Rogers Bill 
March  German troops enter Czechoslovakia 
May  St. Louis sails for U.S. 
August  Molotov-Ribbentrop Non-Aggression Pact 
September World War II begins 
  Euthanasia now public policy 
November Jews of General Gov’t must wear Star of David 
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Slide 41: February 1939 
Wagner-Rogers Bill 
 
In the wake of Kristallnacht, humanitarian-minded members of Congress introduced legislation 
to aid German Jewry.  
 
When Senator Robert Wagner (D-New York) and  Congresswoman Edith Nourse Rogers (R-
Massachusets) (neither Jewish) introduced their bipartisan bill in February 1939, providing for 
admittance of 20,000 German refugee children under the age of 14 (outside the immigration 
quotas) to enter the U.S., many religious figures, labor organizations, prominent politicians and 
editors supported it. 
 
The bill was introduced with the encouragement of private relief organizations.  It had the 
support of the Children’s Bureau (part of the Labor Department) and of the American 
Federation of Labor–so opponents of the bill theoretically couldn’t argue that the children 
would take jobs from Americans.  
 
Other restrictionists and patriotic groups such as the American Legion, DAR, and the American 
Coalition of Patriotic societies banded together in opposition, insisting that charity began at 
home, and criticizing the notion of separating children from their parents.  
 
Nativist and isolationist groups vociferously opposed the Wagner-Rogers bill. Typical of their 
perspective was a remark by FDR's cousin, Laura Delano Houghteling, who was the wife of the 
U.S. commissioner of immigration. She warned that "20,000 charming children would all too 
soon grow into 20,000 ugly adults." 
An appeal to FDR by First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt for his support of the bill fell on deaf ears, and 
an inquiry by a congresswoman as to the president's position was returned to his secretary 
marked "File No action FDR." 
 
On July 1, Robert Wagner pulled his support from the bill after realizing that if it went to a vote, 
tens of thousands of adults and children would not be able to escape Europe.  There isn’t a lot 
of press coverage of the failure of the bill–mainly because it died a slow death in committee.  
 
The bill died in the Senate. 
 
 Political cross currents unquestionably made it difficult for Roosevelt to back this comparatively 
minor legislation which was very unpopular in some quarters and which Congress generally saw 
as too hot to handle.   -David Wyman, Paper Wall 
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Slide 42: February 20, 1939 
German American Bund Rally, Madison Square Garden 
 
The Bund wrapped their message in patriotic, pro-American symbolism, holding up portraits of 
George Washington s the “First Fascist.” 
 
Held on George Washington's birthday, the rally proclaimed the rights of white gentiles, the 
"true patriots." This Madison Square Garden rally drew a crowd of 20,000 who consistently 
booed President Franklin D. Roosevelt and chanted the Nazi salutation "Heil Hitler.“ 
 
The Bund reached the height of its prominence on February 20, 1939, when some 20,000 
members held a “Pro-America Rally” at Madison Square Garden. Kuhn criticized President 
Roosevelt by repeatedly referring to him as “Frank D. Rosenfeld,” call his New Deal the “Jew 
Deal” and denouncing what he believed to be Bolshevik-Jewish American leadership. 
 
The German American Bund closely cooperated with the "Christian Front" organized by the 
antisemitic priest Father Charles Coughlin. The activities of the German American Bund led both 
Jewish and non-Jewish congressional representatives to demand that it be investigated by the 
House Un-American Activities Committee chaired by Martin Dies. The Committee hearings, held 
in 1939, showed clear evidence of German American Bund ties to the Nazi government. 
 
Shortly thereafter, Kuhn was convicted of embezzling funds from the organization and was 
sentenced to prison. In the following years, a number of other German American Bund leaders 
were interned as dangerous aliens, and others were jailed for various offenses. By 1941 the 
membership of the organization had waned. After the United States entered World War II in 
December 1941, the US government outlawed the German American Bund. 
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Slide 43 
VIDEO: Nazi Rally in Madison Square Garden (2:53) 
 
 

Slide 44:  May 1939 
S.S. St. Louis 
 
This is further evidenced by the plight of the SS St. Louis which sailed for Cuba in May 1939 with 
937 German Jews on board. When they landed in Cuba, they were refused entry.  The U.S. 
refused entry as well.  
  
On June 6, 1939, the St. Louis turned back to Europe. Working with other European Jewish 
organizations and government representatives, Morris Troper, the European director for 
the Joint Distribution Committee (JDC), had arranged for the St. Louis passengers to enter Great 
Britain, France, Belgium, and the Netherlands.  
 
The St. Louis docked at Antwerp, Belgium, on June 17, after more than a month at sea. Less 
than three months later, World War II broke out.  
 
Passengers bound for Belgium disembarked first, and took a special train to Brussels, where 
they stayed overnight. Those who had no relatives in the city were taken to a refugee center in 
the province of Liege. 
 
The passengers chosen for the Netherlands sailed the next day aboard the ship "Jan van Arkel." 
Upon their arrival in Rotterdam, Dutch authorities took them to a temporary refugee center 
where they remained until they found housing or were moved to other refugee camps. 
 
Passengers assigned to France and Great Britain boarded a freighter that had been refitted to 
hold them. The ship arrived on June 20 in Boulogne sur Mer, where those with destinations in 
France disembarked. The next day, they went to Le Mans, Laval, and other French towns. The 
JDC arranged for about 60 children to be cared for by the Jewish Children's Aid Society (Oeuvre 
de Secours aux Enfants; OSE). They were placed in several homes in Montmorency, just north of 
Paris. 
 
On June 21, those assigned to Great Britain arrived in Southampton and were taken by special 
train to London. There, the German-Jewish Aid Committee arranged housing for those who 
were not staying with family or friends. Most people moved into private homes or hotels, but 
about 50 single men were taken to a former British army camp, in Kent, that the British 
government had allocated for the use of refugees. 
 
The former passengers faced uncertainty and financial hardship. Upon leaving Germany, they 
had been systematically dispossessed of their property by the Nazis. They were prohibited from 
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working. Consequently, the former passengers were totally dependent on relatives and Jewish 
relief agencies. To prevent them from becoming public charges, the JDC agreed to allocate 
$500,000—a sizeable portion of its funds—to provide for the refugees. 
 
In the end, the former St. Louis passengers underwent experiences similar to those of other 
Jews in Nazi-occupied western Europe.  
 
 
 

Slide 45:  July 1942 
Gallup Poll 
44% of respondents thought that Jews had too much power and influence 
 
 
 

Slide 46:  1940 
April  Germans invade Norway, Denmark 
May  Germans invade Netherlands, Belgium, 
                           Luxembourg, France 
May  Auschwitz opens 
November Warsaw Ghetto sealed 
 
 
 

Slide 47 

Immigration Chart 
 
In mid-1940, at the urgings of Breckenridge Long who was worried about an infiltration of secret 
agents, admissions were cut in half. 
 
Breckinridge Long, a longtime Roosevelt friend and supporter, was appointed Asst. Secretary of 
State in 1940. He was given responsibility for twenty-three of its forty-two divisions, including 
the visa section. 
 
Soon after taking up his new post, Long outlined to his colleagues his strategy to “delay and 
effectively stop for a temporary period of indefinite length the number of immigrants into the 
United States.” The key, he explained, was “to put every obstacle in the way and to require 
additional evidence and to resort to various administrative devices which would postpone and 
postpone and postpone the granting of the visas.” The consul general in Berlin that year 
encouraged his deputies to reject German (Jewish) visa applicants on the grounds that their 
opposition to the current German government was only temporary and did not necessarily 
supersede their loyalty to Germany.   
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Slide 48:  June 26, 1940 
Breckenridge Long Obstructs Immigration 
 
In 1940 Long was back at the State Department, this time as assistant secretary in charge of the 
Visa Division. By the middle of the year, Long had managed to reverse a 1938 Roosevelt 
initiative that had somewhat eased the extremely restrictive immigration policies of the Great 
Depression years. Under the pretext that Nazi spies were hiding among the refugees seeking 
admission to the U.S., Long designed a secret policy to tighten the immigration requirements, 
effectively slashing admissions by half.  
 
A year later, Long's department cut refugee immigration once more, this time reducing 
admission to about a quarter of the relevant quotas. A regulation known as the "relatives rule" 
was responsible for the reductions. It required any applicant with relatives in German, Russian, 
or Italian territory to pass an extremely arduous security test. At the same time, all would-be 
immigrants were required to undergo a very thorough security review by inter-departmental 
committees. If the committees gave an applicant an unfavorable review, a visa was refused.  
 
The effects of Long's delaying tactics made refugee aid workers despair. One of them wrote: 
"We cannot continue to let these tragic people [German Jews] go on hoping that if they comply 
with every requirement, if they get all the special documents required...if they nerve 
themselves for the final interview at the Consulate, they may just possibly be the lucky ones to 
get visas when we know that practically no one is granted visas in Germany today."  
 
 

Slide 49: Fear Mongering 
 
 

Slide 50:  June 23, 1940 
Emergency Rescue Committee – Varian Fry 
France was invaded in May 1940. 
 
In New York, the news from France alarmed Americans who were concerned about the fate of 
these refugees.  The day after the armistice was signed (June 23, 1940), a group called the 
Emergency Rescue Committee (ERC) met in NY to raise money to help the refugees caught in 
France. 
 
They were a private, American relief organization.  The committee felt strongly that the 
Immigration Act of 1924 and its restrictive quotas would prevent needy refugees from coming 
to the U.S., and they were particularly concerned about the status of refugees in Vichy France 
who could be surrendered to Nazi authorities at any time. The ERC raised $3000 (a lot in those 
days).  It was enough to bring about ten refugees to America. 
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From the outset, the ERC enjoyed strong support from influential members of New York’s 
literary community, including John Dos Passos, Upton Sinclair, and Dorothy Thompson.  First 
Lady Eleanor Roosevelt also actively provided help, linking the ERC to the power corridors of 
Washington.  With that help, the ERC convinced President Roosevelt to authorize a limited 
number of “emergency visas” that would enable several hundred refugees to come to the U.S. 
  
The Nazis’ most wanted refugees were on a secret “blacklist.”  All of these people were well-
known and most were critics of Hitler. 
 
Fry’s fluency in several languages, his familiarity with contemporary politics, and his 
appreciation of European culture helped convince the Emergency Rescue Committee that he 
could do the job. As an editor at the Foreign Policy Association in New York, he studied and 
wrote about the situation in Europe after Hitler’s rise to power. Extremely well-read, he had 
received a degree in classics from Harvard University in 1931. Fry commented later on his 
decision to go to France: “Among the refugees caught in France were many writers and artists 
whose work I had enjoyed. . . . Now that they were in danger, I felt obliged to help them if I 
could; just as they, without knowing it, had often in the past helped me.” 
  
Varian Fry, an editor, writer, and founding member of the ERC, and traveled to France on August 
3, 1940.  His assignment was to help rescue people who were in danger of persecution by the 
Nazis.  He assisted refugees in acquiring visas and other documents necessary for a quick 
escape, but was quickly overwhelmed by the sheer volume of people who needed assistance.  
Fry responded by establishing a legal relief organization under the auspices of the French 
government, using it as a cover in order to evacuate endangered refugees through illegal 
means.  These included falsified documents and clandestine escape routes.  
 
As evidence mounted that Fry was operating illegally, the Vichy administration sought his 
removal from the country.  In this effort they were assisted by the U.S. State Department, which 
was seeking to prevent American entry into the war for as long as possible.  
 
Not long after the Vichy government obtained American cooperation in 1941, Fry was arrested 
and deported back to the U.S.;  consequently, the ERC’s activities were halted indefinitely.  
Nonetheless, during the 13 months that Fry had actively aided refugees, he succeeded in 
helping over 2,000 people leave Vichy France.  Although many of the refugees Fry helped were 
Jewish, the ERC did not offer aid specifically to Jews.  The people it helped were mostly political 
refugees (socialists, and leaders of trade unions, who opposed Hitler), and artists, writers and 
scholars who refused to be silenced by the Nazis.  They included political, cultural, and labor 
leaders like Hannah Arendt, Pablo Casals, Marc Chagall, Wanda Landowska, and Alma Mahler.   
  
In 1942 the International Relief Association and ERC joined together, forming the International 
Rescue Committee, an organization that remains committed to refugee relief operations to this 
day. 
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Slide 51:  November 5, 1940 
Roosevelt Elected for 3rd Term 
 
 

Slide 52: 1941 
March  Krakow Ghetto established 
  Himmler orders construction of Birkenau 
June  Germans invade Soviet Union 
August  Kovno Ghetto sealed 
  Drancy Camp established 
September All Jews in Reich must wear Star of David 
  Massacre at Babi Yar, Kiev 
October Emigration from the Reich ends 
December Attack on Pearl Harbor, US declares war 
  Chelmno begins mass killings  
 

Slide 53: Immigration Chart 1941 
 
In June 1941, Congress passed the Bloom-Van Nuys bill authorizing consuls to withhold any type 
of visa if they had reason to believe that the applicant might endanger public safety in the US. 
 
In July 1941, refugee immigration was cut in half again.  This was in part due to the “relatives 
rule,” a state Department regulation stipulating that any applicant with a parent, child, spouse 
or sibling remaining in Germany, Italy, or Russian territory had to pass a strict security test to get 
a Visa.  Each immigrant had to prove a clean record for the past five years.  Cases had come to 
light of Nazi and Soviet agents pressuring refugees to engage in espionage under the threat of 
retaliation against their relatives. Immigration was cut to 25% of the quota. 
 
[Assistant Secretary Long helped craft a stringent new policy, in June 1941, of rejecting all visa 
applicants who had close relatives in German-occupied territory, on the grounds that the 
Germans might take the relatives hostage in order to pressure the refugee to become a Nazi 
spy. No instances of refugees-turned-spies were ever found, and only one case was ever 
discovered in which a German spy posed as a Jewish refugee immigrant. The man reached 
Cuba; he was captured and executed.  
 
After Pearl Harbor, Jews born in countries at war with the United States were automatically 
branded “enemy aliens,” which further complicated and lengthened the immigration 
application process. They had to prove their admission would bring “positive benefit” to the 
U.S.  It usually took 9 months to move and application through the screening.  Longer for 
“enemy aliens.”  Between Pearl Harbor and the end of the war only 21,000 refugees (mostly 
Jews) were admitted. 
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Slide 54: Immigration Chart 
Between 1933-1944 less than 250,000 refugees entered America – the lowest number since 
1830.  It was the first time more people left the U.S. than entered. 
 
 
 

Slide 55 
June 1941 – US Ousts Axis Consuls, Freezes Assets 
July 1941 – American Consulates in Germany Closed 
 
Worsening relations with the Axis powers prompted President Roosevelt to order all German 
assets in the U.S. frozen on June 14, 1941. On June 16 he ordered the withdrawal of German 
and Italian consular staffs by July 10. 
 
 
 

Slide 56:  Summer/Fall 1941 
Beginning of the Final Solution 
 

As the magnitude of anti-Jewish violence increased in 1939-1941, many American newspapers 
ran descriptions of German shooting operations by the Einsatzgruppen, first in Poland and later 
after the invasion of the Soviet Union. The ethnic identity of the victims was not always made 
clear to American readers. Some reports described German mass murder operations with the 
word "extermination.“ 
 
As early as July 2, 1942, the New York Times reported on the operations of killing center 
in Chelmno based on sources from the Polish underground. In part because of the inability to 
verify the information, the first article, on Chelmno, appeared on page six of the newspaper. 
Newspapers coverage of the December 1942 Allied statement condemning the mass murder of 
European Jews generally did appear on the front page. 
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Slide 57:  VIDEO 
December 9, 1941 
President Roosevelt asks US Congress to Declare war on Japan (2:54) 
 
Portion of the speech in which President Franklin D. Roosevelt asked the US Congress to declare 
war on Japan following the previous day's surprise attack on Pearl Harbor. 
 
TRANSCRIPT 
Yesterday, December 7th, 1941, a date which will live in infamy, [the] United States of America 
was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the empire of Japan. The 
United States was at peace with that nation, and, at the solicitation of Japan, was still in 
conversation with its government and its emperor, looking towards the maintenance of peace in 
the Pacific. Indeed, one hour after Japanese air squadrons had commenced bombing in the 
American island of Oahu, the Japanese ambassador to the United States, and his colleague, 
delivered to our secretary of state a formal reply to a recent American message. Japan has 
therefore undertaken a surprise offensive extending throughout the Pacific area. The facts of 
yesterday and today speak for themselves. The people of the United States have already formed 
their opinions, and well understand the implications for the very life and safety of our nation. 
With confidence in our armed forces, with the unbounding determination of our people, we will 
gain the inevitable triumph so help us God [applause]. I ask that the Congress declare that since 
the unprovoked and dastardly attack by Japan on Sunday, December 7th, 1941, a state of war 
has existed between the United States and the Japanese empire. 
 
** Wannsee Conference was initially scheduled for December 9.  Postponed due to Pearl 
Harbor. 
 
 
 

Slide 58:  1942 

 
January  Wannsee Conference 
March   Birkenau opens 
March   Belzec opens 
May   First  Zyklon B gassings at Auschwitz 
May   Sobibor opens 
July   Treblinka opens 
 
Wannsee Conference was initially scheduled for December 9.  Postponed due to Pearl Harbor. 
The Wannsee Conference of January 1942 only made the German bureaucracy complicit in 
what was already being done. 
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Slide 59:  June 2, 1942 
The Bund Report 
 
Bund: Jewish labor organization in Poland 
Report dates May 11, 1942.  Left Warsaw May 21. Reached Polish government-in-exile in 
London. 
 
In late 1941 and early 1942, Western diplomats and journalists received scattered information 
about Nazi massacres of many thousands of Jews in German-occupied Poland and Russia. But 
the news was difficult to confirm and sounded to many like the usual travails of war. 
 
The turning point came in late May 1942, when a courier from the Jewish Socialist Bund of 
Poland reached England with a shocking report. It began: “From the day the Russo-German war 
broke out, the Germans embarked on the physical extermination of the Jewish population on 
Polish soil.” 
 
The Bund Report stressed that the killings were not isolated outbursts, but part of a systematic 
plan to “annihilate all the Jews in Europe,” town by town, country by country. The report 
described how in villages throughout Poland and Western Russia, German troops marched the 
Jewish residents to a nearby forest or ravine and machine-gunned them into giant pits. The 
Bund also detailed the killing of Jews in the Chelmno camp in mobile death vans—trucks whose 
exhaust fumes were pumped back into the passenger cabin. 
 
BBC Radio devoted several broadcasts to the story, and the London Times and other British 
newspapers published it prominently. The response of the American press, however, was much 
weaker. The Chicago Tribune, for example, relegated the news to 11 lines on page 6, and 
reported vaguely that the Jews had perished as a result of “ill treatment” by the Germans. 
The Los Angeles Times gave it two paragraphs on page 3.  
 
Some 700,000 Jews had already been murdered, the Bund Report calculated. At a follow-up 
press conference in June, World Jewish Congress officials in London reported that the death toll 
had passed one million. (The real number was already close to 2 million.) 
 
The coverage in the New York Times was particularly important because many other 
newspapers looked to the Times—as they still do—to decide if a particular story deserves 
attention. On June 27, the Times buried the Bund story at the end of a column of short news 
items from Europe. Five days later, the Times reported on the World Jewish Congress’s press 
conference—but the Times diluted the news by asserting that the death toll “probably includes 
many who died of maltreatment in concentration camps, starvation in ghettos or forced labor” 
rather than mass murder. 
 
Then, on July 4, the Times tried to pull the rug out from under the Bund Report. An unsigned 
news analysis, published on page 4, claimed the Jewish death toll could be anywhere “from 
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100,000 to 1,500,000.” The Germans “treat the Jews according to whether they are productive 
or nonproductive,” the Times asserted. The high mortality rate among “nonproductive” Jews 
was due to “starvation and ill treatment” rather than mass executions. Eyewitness accounts of 
mass graves with 40,000 bodies at Zhitomir “appear to have been based on hearsay.” 
 
Meanwhile, the Allies were trying to bury the story. A few weeks after the Bund Report arrived, 
officials of the U.S. Office of War Information and the British Ministry of Information began 
meeting in Washington under the auspices of their new Committee on War Information Policy. 
They decided to withhold news about Nazi massacres of Jews, lest it lead to “hatred of all 
members of the races guilty of such actions” or provoke retaliation against American POWs.  
 
In response to the Bund Report, the American Jewish Congress, B’nai B’rith and the Jewish 
Labor Committee organized a rally at Madison Square Garden in July 21,1942 that drew a 
capacity crowd of 20,000. But AJC president Rabbi Stephen S. Wise and the other speakers 
refrained from calling on the Allied governments to take any steps to rescue European Jews. The 
protest was limited to expressions of sorrow over the killing, and hope for a speedy Allied 
victory over the Nazis. 
 
“It is somewhat difficult to put all the blame for complacency on British and American 
statesmen...when Jewish leaders made no visible attempt to put pressure on their governments 
for any active policy of rescue,” Prof. Yehuda Bauer, of Hebrew University and Yad Vashem, has 
written. “The Jewish leadership could hardly plead lack of knowledge.” 
 
Bauer blames the restrained Jewish response on doubts about the news, “loyalty to President 
Roosevelt,” and “fear of arousing anti-Semitism if the United States were requested to act 
specifically in the interest of Jews in Europe.” 
 
 It would take several more months of such reports, and a grudging confirmation by the 
Roosevelt administration at the end of 1942, before Jewish leaders began proposing concrete 
plans for rescue—but even then, the struggle to bring about Allied action would prove 
formidable indeed. 
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Slide 60:  The New York Times 
 

What kept American journalists from recognizing the significance of the systematic murder of 
six million people? 
 
•Worldwide carnage on an unprecedented scale obscured the plight of the Jews. 
•There was skepticism bred by false reports of atrocities during the previous world war. 
•The Roosevelt Administration downplayed the news.  
•The New York Times, the leader in world news, failed to give the Holocaust adequate attention. 
 
The New York Times played a critical role in the downplaying of the Holocaust in all media.  It 
failed in its journalistic responsibility.  Not that it didn't cover the war -- it did, with exceptional 
professionalism; it simply did not cover the Holocaust. 
 
The Times deliberately de-emphasized news of the Holocaust, reporting it in isolated, inside 
stories. The few hundred words about the Nazi genocide The Times published every couple days 
were hard to find amidst a million other words in the newspaper. Times readers could 
legitimately have claimed not to have known, or at least not to have understood, what was 
happening to the Jews. 
 
During the six years of World War II, The New York Times published 1,186 stories about what 
was happening to the Jews of Europe .... or about 17 stories a month; however, these stories 
only made the front page 26 times out of 24,000 front-page stories, and most of those stories 
referred to the victims as “refugees” or “persecuted minorities.” In only six of those stories 
were Jews identified on page one as the primary victims.  
 
•On May 18, 1942, The New York Times reported from Lisbon that the Germans had machine-
gunned more than 100,000 Jews in the Baltic states, another 100,000 in Poland, twice that 
many in western Russia. The news appeared on an inside page -- several inches of neutral copy.  
 
•On June 10, 1942, The New York Times carried a report from the World Jewish Congress that 
the Germans had massacred 1 million Jews and that the Nazis had established a “vast 
slaughterhouse for the Jews” in Eastern Europe.  It was buried in the back pages of the 
newspaper.  It was not until December 18, 1942 that the paper ran a story about the atrocities 
in Europe on the front page.   
 
•On July 2, 1944, The Times published what it called "authoritative information" to the effect 
that 400,000 Hungarian Jews had been deported to their deaths, and another 350,000 were 
earmarked for similar action. This news was published as four inches of copy on page 12. 
 
The Times was making a statement with editorial judgments of this sort, and other editors, 
other reporters, other news organizations, all took their cues from The Times. Everyone knew 
that its foreign coverage set the standard. A perception then spread that if the Jewish-owned 
Times covered the Holocaust in this skimpy manner, then so could they, with impunity.  
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Across the desks of the Associated Press and the United Press came stories from Europe about 
the systematic killing of Jews, but few were put on the news agency wires for mass distribution. 
Few newspapers published such stories. Aside from a paragraph here and there -- Time, 
Newsweek and Life -- the national news magazines maintained a steady silence on the subject. 
In February 1943, when the United States first disclosed the Nazi plan for the extermination of 
the Jews, The Reader's Digest, American Mercury and Collier's allowed themselves a 
momentary flush of editorial excitement -- then quickly resumed their detached approach to 
the story. 
 
One exception to the rule occurred in late 1944, when Collier's and American Mercury 
published vivid accounts of the slaughter of Polish Jews written by Jan Karski, a leader of the 
Polish underground who had been an eyewitness to a Nazi killing camp. (Karski had earlier 
informed Roosevelt in a private meeting that "the Germans are out to exterminate the entire 
Jewish population of Europe." Disappointed by the President's response, Karski decided to go 
public.) 
 
There was little radio coverage of the Holocaust. Hollywood, though populated by many Jewish 
producers and writers, did many films on Nazi atrocities, but not one on the Holocaust. The 
very popular newsreel, The March of Time, never touched on the killing of the Jews. One of the 
most momentous events of the modern era was allowed to pass virtually without comment. 
 
Personal relationships at the newspaper, the assimilationist tendencies of The Times' Jewish 
owner, and the disposition of America citizenry, all led The Times to consistently downplay 
news of the Holocaust.  Arthur Hays Sulzberger, publisher during the war, had ancestors that 
came to America in 1695. Sulzberger considered himself to be a member of the establishment, 
an American, who just happened to be Jewish. Sulzberger was an ultra-assimilationist, a 
civilized man who simply wanted to avoid being categorized as a Jew. 
 
Was it then any surprise that bylines, such as A.H. Raskin and A.M. Rosenthal appeared, rather 
than Abraham Raskin and Abraham Rosenthal? Cyrus Sulzberger, a columnist covering the war, 
used his clout as a member of the publisher’s family to discourage the hiring of too many 
Jewish reporters. Daniel Schorr said that he was told in the early 1950’s that he would not be 
hired by The Times because there were already too many Jews on the paper. 
 
Decisions were made at The Times that ultimately resulted in the minimizing and 
misunderstanding of modern history's worst genocide. News of Hitler's “Final Solution” was 
hidden from readers and - because of the newspaper's influence on other media - from America 
at large. The Times’ judgment that the murder of millions of Jews was a relatively unimportant 
reverberated among other journalists trying to assess the news, among Jewish groups trying to 
arouse public opinion, and among government leaders trying to decide on an American 
response. It partly explains the general apathy and inaction that greeted the news of the 
Holocaust.  
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It is clear that had The Times and other news organizations decided that the extermination of 
the Jews was important, the paper could have and should have highlighted it, regardless of 
whether it would have saved lives. The press alone could not have altered the currents of public 
discourse that swamped the news of the Jews’ destruction, and certainly a single newspaper by 
itself could not have accomplished that. Still, The Times had a moral and professional obligation 
to do more than be swept along with the tide.  
 

 

 

Slide 61:  Dr. Seuss Cartoon 
 
 
 

Slide 62:  July 21, 9142 
Rally at Madison Square Garden 
 
 

 

Slide 63:  August 8, 1942 
Riegner Telegram 
 
Schulte to Riegner 
The World Jewish Congress (WJC) representative in Geneva, Gerhard Riegner, obtained 
information from a German manufacturer (managing director of a mining company), Eduard 
Schulte — who had connections in Hitler’s general headquarters — indicating that Hitler had 
decided to systematically annihilate all of European Jewry, and that gas was being used to attain 
this goal.  
 
Schulte (1891-1966) was the head of a large German conglomerate that did extensive business 
with the German military. He had frequent contact with senior Nazi officers, and because he 
himself was opposed to Hitler, took advantage of frequent business trips to Switzerland to pass 
on information he had picked up to intelligence channels there. 
 
Schulte reported on what he’d heard from high-ranking SS officers to Isidor Koppelman, an 
associate in Zurich, who passed the information on to Benjamin Sagalowitz, the head of the 
Federation of Jewish Communities of Switzerland. He in turn informed Riegner, in the hope that 
he would be able to get word out to the United States and Britain.At the time, it was not 
possible for private individuals or organizations to send telegrams from Switzerland. The idea 
was for Riegner to use his contacts at a foreign legation to transmit what he had learned. 



36 
 

 
On August 8, Riegner visited Howard Elting, the vice-consul at the U.S. consulate in Geneva, 
briefed him on what he had been told, and asked Elting to send the material onward to Rabbi 
Wise, a well-known Reform rabbi, president of the World Jewish Congress, and a friend of 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s. Similarly, Riegner visited a British diplomat, with a request 
that the same message be sent both to a British WJC official and to Wise.  
 
Although the State Department did not pass the Riegner Telegram on to Rabbi Wise, the British 
addressee, Samuel Silverman – who was both an MP and a WJC official – sent it on to Rabbi 
Wise on August 28. Wise contacted Sumner Welles, the U.S. under secretary of state, who asked 
him not to publicize the information until the State Department had made attempts to verify 
the telegram’s shocking contents.read more: http://www.haaretz.com/jewish/this-day-in-
jewish-history/.premium-1.612761 
 
The Mysterious Stranger, Story of Eduard Schulte 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/archive/holocaust/5113.shtml 
 
The sources of Schulte's information are not known and the cable contained some inaccuracies. 
For example, mass murder of Jews had been going on since June 1941, and gassings had been 
taking place since September 1941. The cable spoke of a future “blow” under “consideration,” 
whereas the extermination that had been begun was an ongoing process. Moreover, the cable 
itself indicated that the information may not have been true. The last sentence had been 
introduced into the cable at the insistence of Dr. Paul Guggenheim, a senior member of the WJC 
living in Geneva. Given what we know about Hitler's decision-making in 1941, the Riegner 
telegram has had the appearance of a garbled message that contained a kernel of truth about 
Nazi intentions but was incorrect in virtually all other details. Nevertheless, the cable was a 
breakthrough, because it confirmed seemingly inconclusive information about the mass murder 
that had reached the West previously. 
 
Riegner to American Consulate 
After Riegner gathered further information about his source, he approached the American 
Consulate in Geneva with the report. He handed the deputy-consul a cable and asked him to 
forward it to Stephen Wise, an American Jewish leader, via the State Department  
 
Riegner to State Department to Wise 
August 29, 1942, the State Department received a report sent by Gerhart Riegner, the Geneva-
based representative of the World Jewish Congress (WJC), but decided not to transmit messages 
from “private individuals.”  
The report revealed that the Germans were planning to physically annihilate the Jews of 
Europe. 
 
State Department officials, believing the news to be a wartime rumor, and also feeling that any 
rescue action was impossible even if the report was true, decided not to pass on the message to 
its intended recipient, Rabbi Stephen Wise, President of the WJC. 



37 
 

 
Britain Directly to Wise 
On August 29, the second addressee of the cable, Sidney Silverman, a member of the British 
Parliament, sent a copy of the cable to Wise. Wise immediately asked the State Department to 
confirm the information.  The Assistant Secretary of State, Sumner Welles asked him not to 
disclose the information until it could be verified. Wise agreed, yet he informed a number of 
cabinet ministers, President Roosevelt, Court Justice Felix Frankfurter and Christian clergymen. 
 
Three months later, on November 24, 1942, Undersecretary of State Sumner Welles confirmed 
Riegner's information for Rabbi Wise. 
Wise held a press conference in Washington D.C. that day, announcing that the State 
Department had verified that the Nazis had a plan for the extermination of all European Jews, 
and had already killed 2 million; unfortunately, it didn't make front page news. 
 
After the State Department confirmed the accuracy of the information in the cable, now known 
as the "Riegner telegram," the AJC convened a Joint Emergency Committee. The committee 
sought to coordinate the major Jewish organizations in the United States to lobby the Roosevelt 
administration to take more steps to rescue European Jews. 
 
On December 17, 1942, the United States, Great Britain, and ten other Allied governments 
issued a declaration denouncing Hitler's intention to murder the Jews of Europe and warning 
that any perpetrators would be held responsible for their crimes. 
 
Christopher Browning argues that the Riegner telegram must be seen in its particular historical 
context to be fully appreciated as an astonishingly accurate piece of wartime intelligence. Hitler 
and Himmler did in fact make a vital decision in mid-July 1942 to intensify the mass murder of 
European Jewry, and Eduard Sahulte relayed to Riegner precisely what Himmler would have 
been speaking about immediately thereafter during his visit to Auschwitz-Birkenau on July 17–
18. 
 
 

Slide 64 
Riegner Telegram Flow of Information 
 
 

  



38 
 

Slide 65:  November 24, 1942 
Stephen Wise Holds Press Conference 
 

In August 1942, the US State Department received a report from a World Jewish Congress 
representative in Geneva, Switzerland, that the Germans were implementing a policy to murder 
the Jews of Europe.  
 
Three months later, the State Department confirmed this information from independent 
sources, and on November 24, 1942, Rabbi Stephen Wise, president of the World Jewish 
Congress, held a press conference to publicize the news, appealing to President Roosevelt to 
stop the murderous plan. 
 
Two weeks later, the Polish government-in-exile sent a report, titled The Mass Extermination of 
Jews in German Occupied Poland, to the Allied governments urging the world to “draw the 
appropriate conclusions.” 
 
Completed days after Rabbi Stephen S. Wise relayed the State Department’s report that Nazis 
had already killed two million Jews, Szyk drew a Jewish soldier holding an American-made 
submachine gun and yelling in outrage as he rises from a mass of dead and dying Jews, victims 
of Nazi hatred.  
 
Three months later, on November 24, 1942, Undersecretary of State Sumner Welles confirmed 
Riegner's information for Rabbi Wise. 
Wise held a press conference in Washington D.C. that day, announcing that the State 
Department had verified that the Nazis had a plan for the extermination of all European Jews, 
and had already killed 2 million; unfortunately, it didn't make front page news. 
 
After the State Department confirmed the accuracy of the information in the cable, now known 
as the "Riegner telegram," the AJC convened a Joint Emergency Committee. The committee 
sought to coordinate the major Jewish organizations in the United States to lobby the Roosevelt 
administration to take more steps to rescue European Jews. 
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Slide 66:  November 25, 1942 
Peter Bergson & the Bergson Group 
 
Hillel Kook of Jerusalem, nephew of Abraham Isaac Kook, the first chief rabbi of British 
Mandatory Palestine. Kook, who used the pseudonym Peter Bergson, traveled to the United 
States in 1940 to lobby for U.S. support for Jewish immigration to Palestine and the creation of a 
Jewish state. After news of the Nazi genocide reached the United States in late 1942 and early 
1943, Bergson established the Emergency Committee to Save the Jewish People of Europe, a 
political action committee that sought U.S. action to rescue Jewish refugees.  
 
On the morning of November 25, 1942, a small but shocking article in The Washington Post 
caught the attention of Peter Bergson (Hillel Kook), a young Jewish Palestinian who was staying 
in Washington, D.C.  The headline read “Two Million Jews Slain.”  The story went on to explain 
that World Jewish Congress Chairman, Rabbi Stephen Wise had confirmation from the State 
Department that the Nazis were planning to annihilate the entire Jewish population of Europe. 
 
Bergson and a handful of other young Palestinian Jews (6) had arrived in the U.S. in 1940 hoping 
to create a Jewish Army to aid in the establishment of a Jewish state in British Mandatory 
Palestine.  Their group was known as the Committee for a Jewish Army (CJA).  After reading this 
article, their focus became the rescue of Europe’s Jews, and in July 1943, they changed their 
name to the Emergency Committee (EC) to Save the Jewish People of Europe. 
 
But a campaign in America to rescue Jews from Hitler faced major obstacles: 
• Not many Americans knew what Hitler was doing to the Jews.  Most newspapers put the 

news about the mass murders on the back pages, or even ignored it. 
• President Roosevelt opposed taking any special action to help Jewish refugees. Most 

Americans opposed letting in more refugees. 
• Some American Jews were opposed to organizing protests on behalf of European Jewry. 

They feared that such Jewish protests might provoke antisemitism in America. 
 
Unlike American Jewish leaders who were at times hesitant to be too vocal for fear of 
exacerbating antisemitism, the “Bergson Boys” had no qualms about whom in America they 
offended.  In addition, they were unfettered by allegiances to existing political organizations.  
Consequently they enjoyed greater success than most American Jewish activists.  
 
The “Bergson Boys” took out ads in the papers demanding that the Allied countries 
“immediately appoint an inter-governmental committee” to devise plans to end the Holocaust.  
Their unorthodox methods horrified American Jewish leadership.  They argued that foreigners 
had no mandate to speak for American Jews.  Government leaders in Washington and London 
were not pleased either.  In fact, the State Department repeatedly tried to have Peter Bergson 
drafted or deported.  Bergson and his followers remained undeterred. 
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Bergson's hard-hitting approach rattled some mainstream American Jewish leaders, who feared 
that loud protests might provoke antisemitism. Some Jewish leaders also feared that the 
Bergson group's growing popularity might usurp their own positions of prominence in the 
Jewish community.  
 
 
 

Slide 67:  December 13, 1942 
Edward R. Murrow Reports 
 
 

Slide 68:  December 17, 1942 
Statement Issued by American & British Governments on Behalf of the Allied 
Power 
 
----------- 
On December 17, 1942, the United States, Great Britain, and ten other Allied governments 
issued a Joint Declaration by Members of the United Nations denouncing Nazi Germany’s 
implementation of “Hitler's oft-repeated intention to exterminate the Jewish people in 
Europe.” The declaration warned that “those responsible for these crimes shall not 
escape retribution.” 
---------- 
 
The statement was read to British House of Commons in a floor speech by Foreign 
secretary Anthony Eden, and published on the front page of the New York Times and many 
other newspapers. It was made in response to a 16-page note addressed to the Allied 
governments on December 10 by the Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Polish government-in-
exile, Count Edward Raczynski, titled The Mass Extermination of Jews in German Occupied 
Poland. 
 
The proclamation condemned the "extermination" of the Jewish people in Europe and declared 
that they would punish the perpetrators. It remains unclear to what extent Allied and neutral 
leaders understood the full import of their information. The utter shock of senior Allied 
commanders who liberated camps at the end of the war may indicate that this understanding 
was not complete. 
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Slide 69:  December 1942 
Dorothy Thompson Mobilizes German Americans to Speak Out 
 
Throughout the spring and summer of 1942, the Allied leadership received a steady flow of 
reports about German massacres of tens of thousands of Jewish civilians. Information reaching 
the Roosevelt administration in August revealed that the killings were not random atrocities but 
part of a Nazi plan to systematically annihilate all of Europe's Jews. 
 
In late November, the State Department publicly verified this news and, on Dec. 17, the U.S. and 
British governments and their allies released a statement acknowledging and condemning the 
mass murder.  
 
But aside from that Allied statement, there was little indication that the Roosevelt 
administration intended to do anything in response to the killings. There was no talk of opening 
America's gates or the gates of British-ruled Palestine to Jewish refugees. There was no talk of 
taking any steps to rescue the Jews. As quickly as the mass murder had been revealed, it began 
to fade from the public eye.  
 
Dorothy Thompson was determined to keep that from happening. And Babe Ruth would help 
her.  
 
Thompson (1893-1961), the first American journalist to be kicked out of Nazi Germany, was 
once described by Time magazine as one of the two most influential women in the United 
States, second only to Eleanor Roosevelt.  
 
In the autumn of 1942, Thompson contacted the World Jewish Congress with the novel idea of 
mobilizing German Americans to speak out against the Nazi persecution of the Jews. As a 
journalist, Thompson understood the news value of German Americans protesting against 
Germany, especially in view of the well-publicized pro-Nazi sentiment in some segments of the 
German-American community. Just a few years earlier, more than 20,000 supporters of the 
German American Bund had filled Madison Square Garden for a pro-Hitler rally.  
 
The World Jewish Congress agreed to foot the bill for publishing Thompson's anti-Nazi 
statement as a newspaper advertisement.  
 
During the last week of December 1942, the "Christmas Declaration by men and women of 
German ancestry," appeared as a full-page ad in the New York Times and nine other major daily 
newspapers.  
 
"[W]e Americans of German descent raise our voices in denunciation of the Hitler policy of cold-
blooded extermination of the Jews of Europe and against the barbarities committed by the 
Nazis against all other innocent peoples under their sway," the declaration began. "These 
horrors ... are, in particular, a challenge to those who,  
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like ourselves are descendants of the Germany that once stood in the foremost ranks of 
civilization" The ad went on to "utterly repudiate every thought and deed of Hitler and his 
Nazis," and urged the people of Germany "to overthrow a regime which is in the infamy of 
German history."  
 
The names of 50 prominent German-Americans adorned the advertisement. Among them were 
several notable academics, such as Princeton University Dean Christian Gauss and University of 
Maine President Arthur Mauck. Leading Protestant theologian Reinhold Niebuhr, news 
correspondent William Shirer and orchestra conductor Walter Damrosch appeared on the ad, as 
did Freda Kirchwey, editor of the political newsweekly the Nation, and Oswald Heck, speaker of 
the New York State Assembly.  
 
But the signatory who was by far the best known to the American public was George Herman 
"Babe" Ruth.  
Widely regarded as the greatest baseball player in the history of the game, Ruth, known as the 
Sultan of Swat, at that time held the records for the most home runs in a season (60) and most 
home runs in a career (714) as well as numerous other batting records. Having excelled as a 
pitcher before switching to the outfield and gaining fame as a hitter, the amazingly versatile 
Ruth even held the pitching record for the most shutouts in a season by a left-hander. Not 
surprisingly, Ruth was one of the first players elected to the Baseball Hall of Fame.  
 
By participating in this German-American protest against the Holocaust, Ruth used his powerful 
name to help attract public attention to the Jews' plight. Timing is everything, both on the 
baseball field and beyond, and the timing of Ruth's protest was crucial: Precisely at the moment 
when U.S. officials were hoping to brush the Jewish refugee problem aside, Babe Ruth helped 
keep it front and center.  
 
In an era when professional athletes rarely lent their names to political causes, and when most 
Americans, including those in the Roosevelt administration, took little interest in the mass 
murder of Europe's Jews, Babe Ruth raised his voice in protest. Ruth's action is all the more 
memorable when one contrasts it with the kind of behavior that lands athletes on the front 
pages all too often these days.  
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Slide 70:  1943 
 
April  Chelmno shuts down 
  Warsaw Ghetto Uprising 
August  Revolt at Treblinka 
October Danish rescue of Jews 
  Revolt at Sobibor 
 
 

Slide 71:  Immigration Chart: 1943 
 
Another bureaucratic wall was the Visa application form put into effect in July 1943.  More than 
4 feet long, it had to be filled out on both sides by one of the refugee’s sponsors and then 
submitted in 6 copies.  It required detailed information about the refugees as well as the two 
American sponsors that were needed.  If rejected, it could not be re-filed for 6 months and you 
were not told what the problem was. 
 
In the Fall of 1943, if a refugee was presumed to “not be in acute danger,” they could be 
refused.  Where Jews were in acute danger such as Axis held territory, only the close of the war 
brought an end to the screening machine. 
 
On July 1, 1945, the Visa system reverted to pre-war procedures.  
 
 
 

Slide 72:  February 8, 1943 
New York Times 
 
Completed days after Rabbi Stephen S. Wise relayed the State Department’s report that Nazis 
had already killed two million Jews, Szyk drew a Jewish soldier holding an American-made 
submachine gun and yelling in outrage as he rises from a mass of dead and dying Jews, victims 
of Nazi hatred.  
 
This image appeared in the full-page ad “Action—Not Pity” in the February 8, 1943, edition of 
the New York Times. The inscription originally read, “To those of my people who fight for the 
right to die with their boots on: my pride, my love, my devotion.” In a bitter aside to those who 
chose to ignore the plight of the Jews, Szyk later added, “(To those of you, who tuned in late…)”. 
 
***The Bergson activists sponsored more than two hundred newspaper advertisements urging 
the United States government to rescue the refugees. 
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The ads used catchy slogans and shocking headlines, such as “How Well Are You Sleeping? Is 
There Something You Could have Done to Save Millions of Innocent People from Torture and 
Death?” and “Time Races Death: What Are We Waiting For?” Many of the ads were written by 
Bergson’s close friend Ben Hecht. During the 1930s and 1940s, Hecht was one of the bestknown 
writers in the Hollywood movie industry. (He worked on such famous films as “Gone With the 
Wind.”) When he heard the news about the Nazi Holocaust, Hecht began using his talents to 
promote the rescue issue. 
 
 

Slide 73:  March 1, 1943 
“Stop Hitler Now” rally at Madison Square Gardens 
 
The most important of the American Jewish mass meetings was the “Stop Hitler Now” rally 
organized by the American Jewish Congress with the cooperation of the Amerian Federation of 
Labor and the Congress of Industrial Organizations.   
 
An estimated 75,000 people showed up at a "Stop Hitler Now" rally in Madison Square Garden. 
Only 20,000 could get in.  The others stood crowded in the streets listening on loud-speakers.  
Jewish and non-Jewish leaders spoke, including Stephen S. Wise, Chaim Weizmann, Protestant 
Episcopal Bishop George Tucker, Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia, Governor Thomas E. Dewey, and 
Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas.  An 11-point program was announced, call on the 
Allies to negotiate the release of the remaining European Jews; to set up temporary housing for 
the Jews; to accept more Jewish refugees; to send food to the ghettos and camps; to provide 
money for rescue efforts; and to punish guilty Germans after the war. 
 
Following the rally, the Joint Emergency Committee for Jewish Affairs was organized, and 
planning for a conference on refugees was speeded up.  On the day the conference met in 
Bermuda, the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising began. 
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Slide 74:  March 9, 1943 
We Will Never Die Pageant 
 
On March 9, 1943, with the help of Academy Award-winning screenwriter Ben Hecht (Gone 
with the Wind, Scarface), composer Kurt Weill and director Moss Hart, the “Bergson Boys” 
mounted a huge pageant in New York City’s Madison Square Garden called We Will Never Die, 
which  publicized the plight of the Jews.  The cast featured 200 rabbis, 200 cantors, 400 actors 
and 100 musicians.  Edward G. Robinson, Paul Muni, Sylvia Sydney and Luther Adler had the 
leading roles. Forty thousand people turned out for the performance in New York dedicated to 
the murdered Jews of Europe.   
 
With this success, the producers scheduled performances in Philadelphia, Washington DC, 
Chicago, Boston, and on July 21 at the Hollywood Bowl in LA where it was forced to close 
because of opposition by mainstream Jewish organizations..  In Washington, Eleanor Roosevelt, 
6 Supreme Court Justices and some 300 Senators and Congressmen watched the drama.  In all, 
some 100,000 people saw the pageants, and for many, it was the first time they learned about 
the Nazi massacres of the Jews, yet it failed to have the impact the producers had hoped for, 
partly because of the American Jewish Community’s distrust of the CJA. 
 
Washington, DC, Constitution Hall (April 12, 1943). 
First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, six justices of the Supreme Court, more than two hundred 
members of Congress, and numerous members of the international diplomatic corps were in 
attendance. Mrs. Roosevelt was so moved by the performance that she devoted part of her next 
syndicated column, “My Day,” to the pageant and the plight of Europe's Jews. 
Philadelphia, Convention Hall (April 22, 1943). 
Claude Rains and Edward G. Arnold performed the lead roles. It was the largest Jewish public 
event in the city in many years. 
Chicago, The Stadium (May 19, 1943). 
John Garfield and Burgess Meredith performed the lead roles. An estimated 20,000 people 
attended. 
Boston, The Garden (June 6, 1943). Ralph Bellamy, Lionel Atwill, and Howard Da Silva had 
prominent roles. 
Los Angeles, The Hollywood Bowl (July 21, 1943).  
The climactic performance included an audience of prominent Californians, among them 
Governor Earl Warren, Bishop W. Bertrand Stevens, and numerous Hollywood actors, writers, 
and producers. 
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Slide 75:  VIDEO (1:36) 
March 9, 1943: We Will Never Die pageant in New York City 
 
TRANSCRIPT 
The pageant "We Will Never Die" is New York's Jewish protest against Nazi massacres. In Lublin, 
five hundred of our women and children were led to the market place and stood against the 
vegetable stalls we knew so well. Here the Germans turned machine guns on us and killed us all. 
Remember us. [Narrator:] And a great dramatic appeal is made as Paul Muni tells of Nazi crimes 
against helpless people. [Muni:] There are four million Jews surviving in Europe. The Germans 
have promised to deliver to the world by the end of the year, a Christmas package of four 
million dead Jews. And this is not a Jewish problem. It is a problem that belongs to humanity 
and it is a challenge to the soul of man. [Narrator:] Then a lament for two million people. 
[music] 
 
 

Slide 76: Christopher Browning Quote 
 

Slide 77:  April 19-29, 1943 
Bermuda Conference 
 
The 12-day Bermuda Conference, which opened on April 19, 1943, grew out of concerns in the 
British public about news reports that the Nazis were slaughtering Europe's Jews. The U.S. 
agreed to hold a closed-door conference with Britain to discuss the issue.  
 
On March 23, 1943 the archbishop of Canterbury William Temple stood up in front of the House 
of Lords in London and pleaded with the British government to help the Jews of Europe. "We at 
this moment have upon us a tremendous responsibility," he said. "We stand at the bar of 
history, of humanity, and of God." Ever since news of Hitler's plan to annihilate the Jews of 
Europe reached the public in late 1942 (August 42 Riegner Telegram), British church leaders and 
members of Parliament had been agitating for something to be done. Temple's plea marked the 
culmination of the clamoring.  
 
The British government responded by proposing to the U.S. State Department that the Allied 
countries hold a conference to discuss whether some of the refugees who had reached neutral 
countries could be evacuated to safe havens. But the Foreign Office had one fear: their plan to 
rescue Jews might be too successful. In a memo the Foreign Office pointed out there were some 
"complicating factors": "There is a possibility that the Germans or their satellites may change 
over from the policy of extermination to one of extrusion, and aim as they did before the war at 
embarrassing other countries by flooding them with alien immigrants."  
 
The U.S. sat on the proposal for several weeks. It wasn't until Jewish leaders organized a mass 
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demonstration in New York's Madison Square Garden that the State Department saw the public 
relations value of the conference. Bermuda was chosen as a location most likely because 
wartime regulations restricting access to the island would keep the deliberations out of the 
public eye. While some of the mainstream press bought the ploy --"U.S., Britain Map Plan to 
Save Jews" read a "New York Daily News" headline -- many concerned Americans began to 
wonder if the conference would achieve anything. A "New Republic" writer expressed some of 
their concerns: "No Jewish organizations are represented and the conference is purely 
exploratory, can make no decisions and must submit whatever recommendations it may have to 
the executive committee of the Intergovernmental Committee on Refugees. Meanwhile the 
hourly slaughter of the Jews goes on."  
 
Jewish leaders pressed to be allowed to send a small delegation to the Conference, but when 
the State Department rejected the idea they settled on sending a list of rescue proposals. 
Others also had suggestions for the delegates in Bermuda. Assistant Secretary of State Adolf 
Berle proposed establishing a temporary safe haven for up to 100,000 Jews in an area of Eastern 
Libya. The idea was already on the agenda for Bermuda, but it never came to anything. The 
President's Advisory Committee on Political Refugees also sent a list of proposals. These 
included using British Honduras as a sanctuary for Jews.  
 
But the Bermuda Conference was organized in a way that prevented it from producing results. 
Both the British and American governments carefully restricted what their delegates could 
promise before the meeting even opened. The U.S. instructed its representatives not to make 
commitments on shipping, funds or new relief agencies. Additionally, the Roosevelt 
Administration warned that it had "no power to relax or rescind [the immigration] laws." The 
British government imposed the additional restriction that its policy on admitting refugees to 
Palestine could not be discussed.  
 
When the Bermuda Conference finally wrapped up its 12 days of secret deliberations very little 
had been achieved. The delegates' list of proposals included: the decision "that no approach be 
made to Hitler for the release of potential refugees;" suggestions for helping refugees leave 
Spain; and a declaration on the postwar repatriation of refugees. Even though the conferees 
decided to keep their report secret, they did make it clear to the press that most of the 
proposals submitted to the conference had been rejected. As the delegates went home, 
newspaper headlines relayed the disappointing news to the public: "Scant Hope Seen For Axis 
Victims" read one, "Refugee Removal Called Impossible" reported another.  
 
As Law and Dodds continued their work, the Warsaw Ghetto was under furious assault. 
Incensed by the strength of the resistance, the Nazis chose to raze every building to the ground 
and burn their inhabitants alive. On April 21, the day after Law had voiced his fear of the 
consequences of Hitler releasing millions of Jews, a secret transmitter sent a last message from 
the Ghetto. Before the signal was cut off, two words were picked up in London: “Save us.” 
But in Bermuda, the only item left on the agenda was how to help the Jews who had already 
saved themselves by reaching Spain. In the end, the conference’s sole outcome was to move 
630 of them to North Africa. The gathering ended without saving a single Jew. 
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It did, however, contribute to the death of one. Szmul Zygielbojm, dismayed by the failure of the 
conference, learnt that his wife, Manya, and their son, Tuvia, had died inside the Ghetto. On 
May 11, 1943, he took his own life at his home beside Porchester Square, London. 
“The responsibility for the crime of the murder of the whole Jewish nationality in Poland rests 
first of all on those who are carrying it out,” he wrote. “But indirectly it falls also upon the whole 
of humanity, on the peoples of the Allied nations and on their governments, who up to this day 
have not taken any real steps to halt this crime.” 
 
 
The Jews of America met the news from Bermuda with outrage. The Bergson Group took out a 
three-quarter page advertisement in "The New York Times" with the headline "To 5,000,000 
Jews in the Nazi Death-Trap Bermuda Was a 'Cruel Mockery.'" Some congressmen expressed 
similar anger. One of them declared that Bermuda was nothing more than "diplomatic tight-
rope walking." There is no way of measuring how many Jews died as a result of the 
procrastination at Bermuda. However, two days after the conference opened, the Allies received 
news that yet another tragedy was unfolding in Europe. The Jews of the Warsaw ghetto, who'd 
begun their uprising the day the conferees first met, flashed a four-sentence radio message to 
the West. It ended with the words "Save us."  
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Slide 78:  July 20, 1943 
5-Day Emergency Conference to Save the Jewish People of Europe 
 
Hotel Commodore in NYC 
With the U.S. government’s continuing lack of action, the “Bergson Boys were convinced that 
they needed to step up both their propaganda campaign and their lobbying efforts on Capitol 
Hill. 
 
In July of 1943 they co-sponsored a 5-day conference that took place in New York City.  Fifteen 
hundred people took part. 
 
The conference featured panel after panel of experts outlining ways to save Jews from Hitler.  
Panels on transportation, food shipments, international relations, military tactics, etc.  The 
conference received widespread coverage in the national press and radio. 
 
At the conclusion of the meeting, participants formed the Emergency Committee (EC), which 
was charged with launching a national publicity campaign and lobbying Congress to create an 
independent agency devoted to saving Jews. 
 
For Peter Bergson and the Emergency Committee, the dramatic evacuation of almost 7,500 
Jewish refugees from Denmark in October 1943 pointed to other possible rescue activities.  The 
committee published a full page ad in The New York Times with headline, “It Can Be Done.” 
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Slide 79:  July 1943 
Jan Karski Meets with FDR 
 
Jan Karski (born Jan Kozielewski) was an official in the Polish Foreign Office before the war.  
During the war he became a liaison officer in the Polish underground conveying information 
between underground authorities and the Polish government in exile in London.  In the spring 
of 1942, he met with leaders of the Jewish resistance and arranged to be smuggled into the 
Warsaw Ghetto, as well as into a transit camp so he could see first hand the extent of Nazi 
atrocities. 
 
In February 1943, Karski took his information, including microfilm, to London.  In July 1943 he 
arrived in the U.S. where he met with President Roosevelt and other government officials.  
Karski said that 1.8 million Jews had already been killed in Poland and that in the next year and 
a half, the Jews of Poland would “cease to exist.”  Roosevelt responded that the military defeat 
of Germany would remain the Allies’ primary objective. 
 
Mr. Karski believed that he failed to move Roosevelt to any real action. John Pehle, who 
became the head of the War Refugee Board, a federal agency that helped rescue and settle 
surviving Jews, said that Roosevelt decided to establish the board as a consequence of his talks 
with his Polish visitor.  The Karski mission, said Mr. Pehle, “… changed U.S. policy overnight 
from indifference to affirmative action.” 
 
Polish authorities realized that Karski’s identity had become known in Germany.  He therefore 
remained in the U.S. where he promoted Poland’s cause and publicized information about the 
Holocaust. In 1982 he was honored by Yad Vashem and designated as one of the Righteous 
Among Nations. 
 
 
 
 

Slide 80:  September 1943 
House Bill Introduced 
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Slide 81 
October 6, 1943: 400 Rabbis March on Washington 
 
In October 1943, just before Yom Kippur, the Bergsonites and an Orthodox rescue group, the 
Va’ad ha-Hatzala, brought 400 rabbis to Washington for an unprecedented march to Capitol Hill 
and the White House.  it was to be the only rally in Washington on the rescue issue during the 
entire period of the Holocaust. The ideas of Jews marching through streets of the nation's 
capitol, promoting specifically Jewish requests such as rescue, especially during wartime, was 
anathema to mainstream Jewish leaders. 
 
The rabbis, many wearing long black coats and black hats, marched solemnly from Union 
Station to the cluster of buildings known as the Capitol, accompanied by marshals provided by 
the Jewish War Veterans of America. 
 
At the Capitol 
They were met on the steps of the Capitol by Vice President Henry Wallace, who, Time 
magazine reported, "squirmed through a diplomatically minimum answer" to their plea. The 
rabbis read aloud, both in English and Hebrew, a petition calling for the creation of a federal 
agency that would both rescue European Jews and increase the number of Jewish immigrants to 
the United States. Wallace's vague statement expressed "grief" at the plight of the Jews but 
made no reference to the possibility of rescuing any of them. 
 
To the White House 
Undeterred, the rabbis then marched to the White House and requested to meet with President 
Roosevelt. On the advice of his advisers the president refused to see the rabbis and left the 
White House by a rear door to avoid a confrontation. This rebuff was Roosevelt’s political 
calculation that most Americans did not want an increase in immigration and that supporting an 
increase might jeopardize his reelection. 
 
Roosevelt’s refusal to see the rabbis had unintended consequences. The snub was picked up by 
the press and the next day the headline in the Washington Times-Herald read, “Rabbis Report 
‘Cold Welcome’ at the White House.” A columnist for a Jewish newspaper went further when he 
asked, “Would a similar delegation of… Catholic priests have been thus treated?” And the 
Jewish newspaper, The Forward, commented that “it is voiced that Roosevelt has betrayed the 
Jews.” 
 
The public controversy caused by Congressional hearings on the resolution, combined with 
behind-the-scenes pressure from Treasury Department officials, convinced Roosevelt, in January 
1944 to establish the rescue agency the resolution had sought--the War Refugee Board.  
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Slide 82:  VIDEO (1:23) 
Rabbis March on Washington, 1943 
 
 

Slide 83:  November 10, 1943 
FDR Suggests Refugee Camps 
 
 

 

Slide 84:  1944 
 
May  Deportation of Hungarian Jews begins 
June  D-Day 
  Red Cross visits Theresienstadt 
October Sonderkommand blow up Krema IV, Auschwitz  
 
 
 

Slide 85:  January 13, 1944 
Sec. of Treasury Henry Morganthau receives report: 
“Acquiescence of this Government to the Murder of the Jews” 
 
On January 13, 1944, US Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau, a close friend and 
advisor of President Franklin Roosevelt and one of the top Jewish officials in the administration, 
received a memo prepared by a Treasury Department lawyer, Josiah DuBois, and signed by his 
superior, Randolph Paul, that discussed the murder of the Jews in Europe. That memo stated, in 
part: 
 
This [United States] Government has for a long time maintained that its policy is to work out 
programs to save those Jews of Europe who could be saved. I am convinced on the basis of the 
information which is available to me that certain officials in our State Department, which is 
charged with carrying out this policy, have been guilty not only of gross procrastination and 
willful failure to act, but even of willful attempts to prevent action from being taken to rescue 
Jews from Hitler. . . . 
 
Unless remedial steps of a drastic nature are taken, and taken immediately, I am certain that no 
effective action will be taken by this Government to prevent the complete extermination of the 
Jews in German-controlled Europe, and that this Government will have to share for all time 
responsibility for this extermination. 
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The full memo described actions by the State Department both before and during the war that 
had routinely kept Jewish refugees from entering the United States by demanding documents 
that were unobtainable in wartime and blocking any effort to “cut red tape” to allow more 
refugees into the nation. The State Department had also discouraged religious and human rights 
groups that needed government support for their efforts to aid and rescue Jews.  
 
Morgenthau condensed the report and sent it to Roosevelt. Then he brought a specific plan to 
the president at a private Sunday-morning meeting: he wanted the United States to actively 
pursue rescue. He did not have to remind the president that 1944 was an election year and the 
behavior of the State Department might be seen by voters as scandalous. 
 
A few days later, the president set up the War Refugee Board, under Morgenthau’s supervision.  
 
 

 

Slide 86:  January 22, 1944 
The War Refugee Board, WRB, Created 
 
The Bergson Group’s efforts culminated in November 1943 when members of Congress 
introduced a Bergson-inspired resolution calling for creation of a U.S. government agency to 
rescue refugees.  President Roosevelt fast-tracked the process in January 1944 when he 
established the War Refugee Board, WRB.  He did so in part because Secretary of the Treasury, 
Henry Morgenthau had demonstrated that there had been an intentional cover-up of the 
reports of genocide from Europe and intentional obstruction of action by the State Department.  
 
 
By the end of 1942, the American State Department had confirmed reports of the systematic 
mass murder of European Jewry.  Roosevelt was under pressure to act.  
 
In the meantime, word had leaked out that the U.S. State Department, under Cordell Hull, was 
not only not interested in the refugee problem, but that they were actively suppressing 
information about the extent of the Holocaust by sending instructions to their legation in 
Switzerland not to permit private Jewish agencies to transmit such stories. 
 
Secretary of the Treasury, Henry Morgenthau Jr., brought a report to Roosevelt prepared by 
Treasury aides that in effect accused the United States of acquiescing in mass murder because 
State Department officials “have not only failed to use the Governmental machinery at their 
disposal to rescue Jews from Hitler, but have even gone so far as to use this Governmental 
machinery to prevent the rescue of these Jews.”  To avoid the imminent scandal, Morgenthau 
suggested an agency be established outside the State Department to handle the refugee policy 
of the U.S. 
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Roosevelt quickly established the War Refugee Board (WRB) on January 22, 1944. 
 
The War Refugee Board was to deal with rescue, transportation, maintenance and relief; it was 
to deal with civilians whose lives were endangered both in and out of Nazi-controlled 
territories. The WRB worked with Jewish organizations, diplomats from neutral countries, and 
resistance groups in Europe to rescue Jews from occupied territories and provide relief to 
inmates of Nazi concentration camps. 
 
The agency, run by Executive Director John Pehle and a staff of 30, made plans to evacuate Jews 
and other endangered people from enemy territory, find safe havens for them, send relief 
supplies to concentration camps, and use psychological threats such as war crimes trials against 
the Germans to stop deportations.  The actual rescue programs were put into effect by a small 
number of WRB workers stationed in Europe.  
 
Officially, the WRB was given much authority.  All U.S. government agencies were supposed to 
cooperate with it; however, only the Treasury Department, led by Morgenthau, did its part.  In 
addition, the WRB was strapped for money:  Roosevelt only allocated $1 million for 
organizational costs. The board had to collect money from private Jewish organizations to fund 
the actual rescue programs. 
 
Relief Funding 
One of the most important functions of the WRB was to streamline the process for sending 
money overseas for relief purposes.  
 
The WRB assisted in sending $20,000,000 overseas to fund relief projects, ranging from 
supplying food packages for concentration camp prisoners to funding underground movements 
in occupied countries. Organizations such as the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, 
the Va'ad ha-Hatsala, and the World Jewish Congress proposed and funded such relief and 
rescue plans. These and many other organizations could now send money overseas to provide 
on-the-ground aid and assistance. 
 
Diplomatic Work 
The WRB also appointed overseas representatives in Sweden, Switzerland, the Mediterranean 
(which encompassed North Africa and Italy), Turkey, Portugal, and Great Britain. These 
representatives, many of whom were either from the Treasury department or had backgrounds 
with relief organizations, provided important intelligence information and were able to 
negotiate on the ground with Jewish organizations, local government officials, and other 
diplomats. 
 
For example, Ira Hirschmann, the WRB representative in Turkey, worked to get refugees from 
Romania to Palestine. This involved purchasing boats to carry the refugees, negotiating with 
Romania to let the refugees leave, with Turkey to let the ships land and provide transit by train 
for the refugees, and with Great Britain to admit the refugees into Palestine. As a result of the 
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negotiations, about 6,500 refugees were able to reach Palestine safely, though one ship, 
the Mefkure, was tragically torpedoed at sea. 
 
Encouraging Safe Havens 
In June 1944, President Roosevelt announced the formation of the Fort Ontario Emergency 
Refugee Shelter in Oswego, New York. Nearly 1,000 men, women, and children, the majority of 
them Jewish, came from the Bari refugee camp in Italy to live at Fort Ontario in August 1944. 
 
Because the refugees entered the United States outside of legal immigration quotas, however, 
their status was uncertain. Though some of the children attended local public schools, US 
officials prevented the refugees from leaving the shelter for extended periods. Since many of 
the refugees had family in the United States, they resisted repatriation to Europe after the war. 
When Fort Ontario closed in February 1946 (five months after the WRB dissolved), the US 
government quietly admitted the refugees as immigrants. 
 
Raoul Wallenberg 
The Germans occupied Hungary in March 1944. Shortly after Hungarian authorities began to 
deport hundreds of thousands of Hungarian Jews, the WRB learned of the massive deportations 
to the killing center at Auschwitz-Birkenau.  
 
The WRB, along with the World Jewish Congress, consulted with the Swedish government about 
possible rescue efforts in Budapest.  
 
Unable to place a US representative in Budapest (since the United States was at war with 
Hungary, a German ally), the WRB received assistance from the Swedish government. Through 
its representative in Stockholm, Iver Olsen, the WRB recruited Swedish businessman Raoul 
Wallenberg and the Swedish Foreign Ministry assigned him to the Swedish legation in Budapest.  
 
Wallenberg arrived in Budapest on July 9, 1944—the day the last deportation train left Hungary 
for Auschwitz—Birkenau-and assumed his post as third secretary at the Swedish legation. With 
WRB funds, he distributed certificates of protection issued by the Swedish legation to 
thousands of Jews, effectively preventing their deportation from Budapest. He intervened many 
times to secure the release of Jews claiming Swedish protection and worked tirelessly to save as 
many Jews as possible. 
 
Working together with other neutral legations in Budapest, in particular the Swiss legation and 
Carl Lutz, Wallenberg was at the center of the largest and most direct rescue operation 
undertaken by the WRB and is credited saving approximately 70,000 Jews. 
 
Wallenberg was last seen in the company of Soviet officials in January 1945. Believing him to be 
a US intelligence agent, Soviet authorities took him to the Soviet Union, where he died in 
prison, though details surrounding his death are still unknown. 
 
Reviewing Proposals for Military Actions 
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The WRB was generally hesitant to officially endorse plans calling for the use of Allied military 
forces for rescue or bombing operations. Among Jewish organizations, opinions differed on 
what military solutions to support. Some believed that the bombing of the gas chambers would 
stop the killings and save lives, while others vehemently opposed it, fearing that many Jewish 
prisoners in Auschwitz would be killed. Still others wondered whether such a plan would 
actually prevent Jewish deaths. 
 
WRB Accomplishments 
By the end of the war, almost 200,000 Jews had been rescued by the WRB.  About 15,000 Jews 
and more than 20,000 non-Jews had been evacuated from Nazi domain.  At the very least, 
about 10,000 Jews were protected within Nazi-controlled territory by underground programs 
funded by the WRB.  The board removed the 48,000 Jews in Transnistria to safe areas of 
Romania.  About 120,000 Jews from Budapest also survived to in part to the WRB’s activities. 
 
 With the assistance of the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee and the World Jewish 
Congress, as well as many other relief groups in the United States, the WRB helped to rescue or 
protect tens of thousands of Jews in Hungary, Romania, and elsewhere in Europe. 
 
Despite its best intentions, the WRB was never able to accomplish what it was charged with 
doing because of the lack of cooperation extended by the U.S. government and even President 
Roosevelt. John Pehle, a Treasury Department official who lent his full energies to Jewish 
rescue, had this to say about the War Refugee Board: "What we did was little enough. It was 
late...late and little.“  One can only speculate how many more might have been saved had the 
WRB been established in August 1942 when Gerhart Riegner’s message reached the U.S. 
 
There are opposing viewpoints on the effectiveness of FDR’s humanitarian efforts regarding 
Jewish refugees.  According to historian William E. Leuchtenburg, FDR’s record on the Holocaust 
was “shameful.”  The U.S. government could not have prevented the Holocaust, but it took little 
advantage of opportunities to help its victims. 
 
Author Robert Herzstein is a little kinder by saying that whatever his failures in dealing with the 
refugee issue, FDR was “the most consequential anti-Nazi leader of his time.”  He quietly fought 
antisemitism at home and took enormous political risks in preparing the U.S. to join the Allies at 
a time when most Americans favored neutrality. 
 
------------- 
In January 1944 before the resolution for a rescue agency came to a vote, President Roosevelt 
established the War Refugee Board, which relieved the State Department of responsibility for 
rescue efforts. The Board had some success in rescuing Jews and may have been responsible for 
saving as many as 200,000 lives. Long left the State Department at the end of 1944. He devoted 
much of the rest of his life to breeding race horses and died 14 years later at his luxurious home 
in Laurel, Maryland.  
--------------- 
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The War Refugee Board, WRB:  January 22, 1944 
By the end of 1942, the American State Department had confirmed reports of the systematic 
mass murder of European Jewry.  Roosevelt was under pressure to act.  
 
In the meantime, word had leaked out that the U.S. State Department was not only not 
interested in the refugee problem, but that they were actively suppressing information about 
the extent of the Holocaust by sending instructions to their legation in Switzerland not to permit 
private Jewish agencies to transmit such stories. 
 
Secretary of the Treasury, Henry Morgenthau, brought a report to Roosevelt prepared by 
Treasury aides that in effect accused the United States of acquiescing in mass murder because 
State Department officials “have not only failed to use the Governmental machinery at their 
disposal to rescue Jews from Hitler, but have even gone so far as to use this Governmental 
machinery to prevent the rescue of these Jews.”  To avoid the imminent scandal, Morgenthau 
suggested an agency be established outside the State Department to handle the refugee policy 
of the U.S.  Roosevelt quickly established the War Refugee Board (WRB) on January 22, 1944. 
 
The War Refugee Board was to deal with rescue, transportation, maintenance and relief; it was 
to deal with civilians whose lives were endangered both in and out of Nazi-controlled 
territories. The WRB worked with Jewish organizations, diplomats from neutral countries, and 
resistance groups in Europe to rescue Jews from occupied territories and provide relief to 
inmates of Nazi concentration camps. 
 
The agency, run by Executive Director John Pehle and a staff of 30, made plans to evacuate Jews 
and other endangered people from enemy territory, find safe havens for them, send relief 
supplies to concentration camps, and use psychological threats such as war crimes trials against 
the Germans to stop deportations.  The actual rescue programs were put into effect by a small 
number of WRB workers stationed in Europe.  
 
Officially, the WRB was given much authority.  All U.S. government agencies were supposed to 
cooperate with it; however, only the Treasury Department, led by Morgenthau, did its part.  In 
addition, the WRB was strapped for money:  Roosevelt only allocated $1 million for 
organizational costs. The board had to collect money from private Jewish organizations to fund 
the actual rescue programs. 
 
•WRB SENDS RAOUL WALLENBERG TO RESCUE JEWS: (see slide #357) 
In the spring of 1944, the WRB set out to rescue Hungarian Jewry by attracting international 
attention to the Hungarian government and putting pressure on them to stop deportations.  
The board also sent Swedish diplomat, Raoul Wallenberg, and others to protect the Jews of 
Budapest. 
 
The WRB, along with the World Jewish Congress, consulted with the Swedish government about 
possible rescue efforts in Budapest. All three agencies agreed to send a young Swedish 
businessman named Raoul Wallenberg to Hungary to attempt the rescue of the more than 
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200,000 remaining Jews in Budapest.  Wallenberg handed out official-looking diplomatic papers 
to thousands of Jews and saved thousands of Hungarian Jews from the extermination camps.  
Wallenberg is credited with saving approximately 70,000 Jews in Budapest. 
 
•WRB SENDS RUTH GRUBER TO RESCUE JEWS: 
In June 1944, President Roosevelt announced his plan to create a free port at Fort Ontario in 
Oswego, NY.  Roosevelt extended an invitation to 1,000 European refugees who had been 
carefully screened in terms of occupation, levels of education, and so on, to come to the U.S. as 
“guests.”  This “guest status” allowed him to circumvent existing immigration laws and quotas, 
but gave the refugees no legal standing and required them to return to Europe once conditions 
were better.   
 
The WRB, acting on Presidential orders, selected the precious few who would make the journey. 
These 982 refugees from 18 different countries were mostly Jews, but also other groups that 
were among Hitler’s victims. 
 
 The government officials making the selection chose families and survivors with skills 
that could help run a camp in America.  The first priority was  refugees who had been in 
concentration camps and escaped. - Ruth Gruber 
 
Secretary of the Interior, Harold Ickes, sent Special Assistant Ruth Gruber to Italy to bring back 
the refugees to America.  Ruth Gruber, a young American Jewish journalist who worked for the 
U.S. government, risked her life to escort these refugees to Fort Ontario.  It took the group 2 
weeks to cross the ocean, fighting limited space conditions, seasickness and extreme heat.  It 
was not a pleasant trip.  Along the way she played the role of protector, comforter, friend and 
teacher, and she worked diligently for their rights once they arrived in the U.S. 
 
While the Statue of Liberty brought tears to the eyes of the weary refugees, the train ride to 
Oswego brought reminders of trips to Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen. Barbed wire fences and 
military personnel greeted them at their new home.  Within the camp, the refugees lived under 
security restrictions and were not allowed to work outside the camp.  Refugee Walter 
Greenberg commented: 
 
 I felt deceived.  I felt that I should have been free.  I mean, I felt wonderful.  I had doctors.  
I had nurses.  I had food.  I came to school.   Oswegonians were very kind … What good is it to 
have all the amenities of life if one still isn’t free? 
   
By the end of the war, the refugees had begun to rebuild their lives in the camp, and many 
dreaded returning to Europe, where they had watched their families perish and where they no 
longer had a home.  This created a political nightmare for Roosevelt and others who genuinely 
wanted to allow them to become “official Americans.” 
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Through political maneuvers, letter writing, and a little hope, the refugees and their American 
supporters won the ultimate freedom for the refugees, American citizenship.  Their freedom 
was granted on December 22, 1945 by President Harry Truman. 
 
The WRB had intended to create other such places of asylum, and thus also influence other 
countries to provide sanctuary for World War II victims.  Roosevelt, however, refused to 
establish any other havens besides Oswego. This was the only attempt by the United States to 
shelter Jewish refugees during the war.  The journalist I. F. Stone remarked that Oswego was “… 
a kind of token payment of decency, a bargain counter flourish in humanitarianism.”   
 
•OTHER WRB ACTIONS: 
The WRB also lobbied Roosevelt to publicly condemn the mass murder of Jews by the Nazis.  
They also argued that the U.S. army should bomb Auschwitz.  This was never done. 
 
•WRB ACCOMPLISHMENTS: 
By the end of the war, almost 200,000 Jews had been rescued by the WRB.  About 15,000 Jews 
and more than 20,000 non-Jews had been evacuated from Nazi domain.  At the very least, 
about 10,000 Jews were protected within Nazi-controlled territory by underground programs 
funded by the WRB.  The board removed the 48,000 Jews in Transnistria to safe areas of 
Romania.  About 120,000 Jews from Budapest also survived to in part to the WRB’s activities. 
 
Despite its best intentions, the WRB was never able to accomplish what it was charged with 
doing because of the lack of cooperation extended by the U.S. government and even President 
Roosevelt. John Pehle, a Treasury Department official who lent his full energies to Jewish 
rescue, had this to say about the War Refugee Board: "What we did was little enough. It was 
late...late and little.“  One can only speculate how many more might have been saved had the 
WRB been established in August 1942 when Gerhart Riegner’s message reached the U.S. 
 
There are opposing viewpoints on the effectiveness of FDR’s humanitarian efforts regarding 
Jewish refugees.  According to historian William E. Leuchtenburg, FDR’s record on the Holocaust 
was “shameful.”  The U.S. government could not have prevented the Holocaust, but it took little 
advantage of opportunities to help its victims. 
 
Author Robert Herzstein is a little kinder by saying that whatever his failures in dealing with the 
refugee issue, FDR was “the most consequential anti-Nazi leader of his time.”  He quietly fought 
antisemitism at home and took enormous political risks in preparing the U.S. to join the Allies at 
a time when most Americans favored neutrality. 
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Slide 87: March 13, 1944 
“Show of Shows,” Madison Square Gardens 
 
To raise funds for their work, the Bergson Group organized an all-star “Show of Shows” at 
Madison Square Garden on March 13, 1944. 
 
More than 20,000 people attended, including 150 servicemen whose tickets were paid for by 
the famous Jewish boxer (and WWII hero) Barney Ross.  The evening featured skits and comedy 
routines by Bob Hope, Gracie Fields, Jimmy Durante, Ethel Merman, Zero Mostel, Molly Picon 
and others.  Milton Berle served as master of ceremonies.  Musical numbers were performed by 
Perry Como, the Andrews Sisters, the Count Basie Band, and others.  The evening also included 
a dramatic reading by Helen Hayes of a Ben Hecht poem about the Nazi massacres. Emergency 
Committee chairman Dean Alfange (a leader of the American Labor Party), in a stirring address, 
declared that it was "the duty of the Christian world to help these stricken people in this black 
hour of their misery and distress." Bergson also spoke, appealing to Allied officials and Jewish 
community leaders to "brush aside political considerations at a time when thousands of us are 
dying daily."   
 
This was not merely another benefit concert for a worthy cause. For Hope to support the 
controversial Emergency Committee took real political courage. The committee's public criticism 
of the Allies' apathy toward the Holocaust had infuriated government officials in Washington 
and London. In fact, the State Department repeatedly tried to have the Emergency Committee's 
chairman, Peter Bergson, drafted or deported. At State's urging, the FBI opened Bergson's mail, 
rummaged through his trash, and planted informants in his organization in an unsuccessful 
search for information that could be used to muzzle or prosecute the Bergson activists.  
 
The evening was a combination of pleasant entertainment and bitter reality.  
 
Emergency Committee chairman Dean Alfange (a leader of the American Labor Party), in a 
stirring address, declared that it was "the duty of the Christian world to help these stricken 
people in this black hour of their misery and distress." Bergson also spoke, appealing to Allied 
officials and Jewish community leaders to "brush aside political considerations at a time when 
thousands of us are dying daily."  
 
According to the New York Times, the Show of Shows "netted $80,000"--quite a sum for that era 
and an important boost to the rescue campaign. While other entertainers used their talents 
simply to gain personal wealth and fame, Bob Hope and his colleagues had demonstrated that 
they were a cut above the rest. The participants in the Show of Shows took the risk of 
associating with a controversial group, for the sake of the vital humanitarian cause of rescuing 
Jews from the Holocaust.  
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Slide 88:  April 7, 1944 
Vrba-Wetzler Report 
 
On April 7, 1944 Vrba and Wetzler hid in a woodpile right under the guards’ noses for three 
days, traversed rugged and dangerous enemy terrain, and solicited the generosity of strangers. 
After an extraordinary 15-day trek covering 85 miles across occupied Poland, they finally 
reached people they thought they could help. At the Jewish Council headquarters in Zilina, 
Slovakia, they described the horrific activities of the Nazis at Auschwitz. Their tale was recorded 
in the Vrba-Wetzler Report, which they assumed would be distributed to the proper authorities, 
who would then force the Germans to stop the deportations and executions. 
 
The report was indeed sent to Allies around the world. But to Vrba’s horror, some copies took 
months to arrive in the right hands, and the most urgent copy was suppressed by Rudolph 
Kastner, head of the Hungarian Jewish underground, who worried it would destroy a deal he 
was trying to make with the Nazis. Kastner’s deal eventually saved about 1600 Jews on his “train 
to freedom,” but according to Vrba and others, the suppression of the report resulted in 
hundreds of thousands more being deported to the gas chambers. 
 
The Jews of Europe needed outside assistance, but by then, Vrba and Wetzler had all but given 
up hope that their report would ever trigger a coordinated Allied response. Copies had been 
sent to the British, Americans and even the Pope, but nothing had happened. Then, in June of 
1944, a copy of the report made its way to British Intelligence. It confirmed growing Allied 
suspicions that the Nazis were murdering millions of Jews. The document was immediately 
forwarded to top British and American officials. 
 
On June 15th, the BBC broadcast the horrific details of the report. Five days later, extracts were 
published in The New York Times. The Nazi secret was finally out. America’s first official 
response was to threaten reprisals against anyone involved in the Hungarian deportations. The 
Vatican added the Pope’s condemnation. But despite the Allied pressure, Admiral Horthy, the 
Hungarian head of state and puppet to Hitler, allowed the deportations to continue. On July 
2nd, the US Air Force attacked Budapest, raining bombs on the Hungarian capital. Horthy 
believed the raid was punishment for his refusal to stop the deportations. But in fact, the timing 
was a complete coincidence. 
 
The trains ground to a halt. Three hundred thousand Hungarian Jews had already been sent to 
the gas chambers, but instantly, one hundred and twenty thousand others were saved, seventy 
five times more than the number rescued by Rudolph Kastner’s freedom train. An estimated 
one-and-a-half million prisoners were killed at Auschwitz in less than five years. But according 
to historian Sir Martin Gilbert, Vrba’s and Wetzler’s efforts were “the largest single rescue of 
Jews in the second World War.” 
 
 
 



62 
 

Because of the Vrba-Wetzler Report, Jewish leaders in Slovakia, some American Jewish 
organizations and the WRB all urged the Allies to intervene.  Requests were made to Churchill 
and American officials to bomb Auschwitz.  All requests were denied.  

 
 
 

Slide 89:  June 6, 1944 
Allied Landing at Normandy, D-Day 
 
 

Slide 90: Why Auschwitz Was Not Bombed? 
 
http://enc.wymaninstitute.org/?p=84 
 

Beginning in the late spring of 1944, representatives of Jewish organizations in the United 
States, Europe, and British Mandatory Palestine began urging Allied officials to take military 
action to interrupt the mass murder of Jews in Auschwitz. 

 
Jewish requests for Allied military action included three possible avenues: bombing the railway 

tracks over which hundreds of thousands of Hungarian Jews were then being deported to 
Auschwitz; bombing the gas chambers and crematoria within Auschwitz; and sending Allied 
ground troops or Polish underground forces to directly attack the camp. The Jewish leaders 
addressed their appeals to American, British, and Soviet diplomats, as well as to the Polish 
and Czech governments in exile. 

 
Only one official of one organization specifically opposed any of these methods. A. Leon 

Kubowitzki of the World Jewish Congress urged the use of ground troops, and opposed 
bombing Auschwitz from the air, because of the danger of civilian casualties in the camp. 
Other Jewish officials weighed the risk of casualties and concluded that bombing 
was nevertheless justified, because the camp inmates were doomed to be murdered 
imminently. 

 

For many, the failure to bomb Auschwitz II (Birkenau) in the summer of 1944 has become a 
symbol of U.S. indifference to the fate of the Jews. 

 
It should be noted why the bombing of Auschwitz was a viable option: 
 
1. Bombing was technically possible. 
The question of bombing the crematoria at Auschwitz-Birkenau arose only in the late spring and 

summer of 1944, more than two years after the gassing of Jews had begun, and at a time 
when more than 90% of the Jews who were killed in the Holocaust were already dead.  By 
this time, bombing the camps was technically possible:  information regarding the nature of 
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the camps and their function was available to those undertaking such a mission.  German air 
defenses were weakened, and the accuracy of Allied bombing was increasing.  All that was 
required was the political will to do so. 

 
The rail lines from Hungary were also well within range.  On July 7, 1944, American bombers 

flew over the railway lines to Auschwitz.  On August 20, bombs were dropped on the I.G. 
Farben synthetic oil factory less than 5 miles east of Birkenau.  The factory was damaged but 
not destroyed.  A second bombing missions occurred on September 13.  German oil reserves 
were a priority American target, and the I.G. Farben plant ranked 9th on the target list. 

 
 We began to hear the airplanes.  Almost at once the barracks began to shake.  ‘They’re 

bombing Buna (Buna was the German synthetic rubber factory at Auschwitz III that relied on 
slave labor),’ someone shouted.  I thought of my father:  But I was glad all the same.  To see 
the whole works go up in fire – what revenge! … We were not afraid.  And yet if a bomb had 
fallen on the blocks it would have claimed hundreds of victims on the spot.  But we were no 
longer afraid of death; at any rate not of that death.  Every bomb that exploded filled us with 
joy and gave us new confidence in life. 

      - Elie Wiesel, Night 
 
2. Bombing would have saved lives. 
By mid-summer 1944, Auschwitz remained the only functioning killing center.  Hundreds of 

thousands of Hungarian Jews were being deported there. A new railroad spur had been built 
directly into the Birkenau camp, where more than half of the arriving Jews were sent directly 
to their deaths. As many as 10,000 people a day were being killed in the gas chambers.  The 
crematoria were so overtaxed that bodies were being burned in pits with body fat fueling the 
flames. 

 
Some argue that bombing the camps would have made no difference; that millions of Jews still 

would have been killed .  Destroying Crematoria II and III at Birkenau would have eliminated 
75% of its killing capacity at a time when it would have been difficult, if not impossible to 
rebuild.  Without the extermination facilities, the SS would have been forced to slow or 
altogether halt the deportations while they resorted to other, less efficient means of killing. 

 
The U.S. gave several reasons for not bombing Auschwitz: 
 
• Military resources could not be diverted from the war effort. 
In January of 1944, the U.S. War Department had decided that army units would not be 

“employed for the purpose of rescuing victims of enemy oppression” unless a rescue 
opportunity arose in the course of routine military operation.  In February, an internal U.S. 
War Department memo stated:  “We must constantly bear in mind that the most effective 
relief which can be given the victims of enemy persecution is to insure the speedy defeat of 
the Axis.” 
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Note that the Allies did attempt to drop supplies of food, medicine and, in some cases, arms to 
support the Warsaw Uprising, the fight of Polish non-Jews in 1944.  Nothing comparable was 
attempted at Auschwitz. 

 
Tragically, by the end of June and beginning of July 1944, the vast majority of the Hungarian 

Jews deported to Auschwitz had already died. 
 
2. Too many civilians would be killed…it might even provoke more vindictive German action. 
For the Allies, Auschwitz II (Birkenau) was a civilian target, not a military one, and the civilians 

at the camp were not the enemy but persons imprisoned against their will.  Defenders of the 
Allied policy argue that Auschwitz should not have been bombed even if it were possible 
because many prisoners would have been killed.  It remains open to debate, even now, as to 
whether more people could have been saved than might have been killed by bombing the 
camp.  It should be noted that Birkenau prisoners worked outside the camp, so the number 
of casualties would not have been as high as some critics suggest.  

 
Lecture: 
http://www.yadvashem.org/holocaust/video-lectures/auschwitz-bombing 
 

THE ROOSEVELT ADMINISTRATION’S POSITION 
In general, the Roosevelt administration was strongly opposed, as a matter of principle, to 
taking any special action to aid Jewish refugees. The administration’s declared policy, until early 
1944, was “rescue through victory,” that is, rescue of Jews could be accomplished only through 
victory over the Germans on the battlefield. 
 
Long before the first Jewish request for military intervention was made, senior officials of the 
War Department had decided that they would have nothing to do with aiding refugees. In 
response to the creation of the War Refugee Board, the War Department assured the British 
government (which was opposed to Allied intervention on behalf of the Jews): “It is 
not contemplated that units of the armed forces will be employed for the purpose of rescuing 
victims of enemy oppression unless such rescues are the direct result of military operations 
conducted with the objective of defeating the armed forces of the enemy.” 
 
Internal War Department memoranda the following month stated unequivocally that “the 
most effective relief which can be given victims of enemy persecution is to insure the speedy 
defeat of the Axis.” This attitude would govern the War Department’s response to Jewish 
requests in the months to follow. 
On June 18, 1944, Jacob Rosenheim, president of a New York-based Orthodox Jewish 
organization, Agudath Israel, wrote to the War Refugee Board, urging bombing of the railways. 
The request was based on a bombing appeal that had reached him from Slovakian rescue 
activist Rabbi Michael Dov Weissmandel. WRB director John Pehle relayed Rosenheim’s request 
to Assistant Secretary of War John McCloy. 
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Two days later, before Rosenheim heard back from McCloy, he sent Aguda representative Meir 
Schenkelowski to Washington to promote the proposal in person. Schenkelowski met with 
Secretary of State Cordell Hull, who declined to consider the proposal, suggesting that 
Schenkelowski speak with Secretary of War Henry Stimson instead. He met Stimson shortly 
afterwards. The war secretary responded that the area was a zone of Soviet responsibility and 
therefore a bombing decision was up to Moscow. 
 
In fact, the U.S. was already bombing German oil factories in the industrial section of 
Auschwitz. Hull and Stimson were the highest ranking U.S. officials known to have considered 
the bombing proposal. No documents have been found to indicate that the bombing requests 
reached President Roosevelt himself. 
 
On June 24, the U.S. Minister to Switzerland, Leland Harrison, sent a telegram to Secretary Hull, 
recommending the bombing of railways leading to Auschwitz and giving precise locations of 
desired bombing targets. On June 29, John Pehle relayed Harrison’s request to Assistant 
Secretary McCloy. 
 
On July 4, McCloy responded to the Rosenheim and Harrison requests. In a note to Pehle, he 
claimed that the War Department had carried out a “study” of the feasibility of such bombing 
raids. However, historians have never been able to locate a copy of any such study in the 
relevant archives. 
 
McCloy further wrote that bombing the railways was “impracticable” because it would require 
“the diversion of considerable air support essential to the success of our forces now engaged in 
decisive operations…” 
 
In fact, the Allies were already operating in the skies above Auschwitz and did not have to be 
“diverted” from elsewhere in order to reach the death camp. Since April 4, Allied planes had 
been carrying out photo reconnaissance missions in the area around Auschwitz, in preparation 
for attacking German oil factories and other industrial sites in the region, some of which were 
situated just a few miles from the gas chambers and crematoria. 
 
THE JEWISH AGENCY’S POSITION 
Meanwhile, some Jewish leaders in British Mandatory Palestine were discussing the bombing 
idea as well. On June 2, 1944 Yitzhak Gruenbaum, chairman of the Rescue Committee of the 
Jewish Agency–the governing authority for the Jewish community in Palestine–met with the 
U.S. consul-general in Jerusalem, Lowell C. Pinkerton. Gruenbaum explained the rationale for 
bombing Auschwitz and the railways leading to it, and asked to send a telegram to that effect to 
the War Refugee Board. 
 
On June 11, Gruenbaum described his conversation with Pinkerton to a meeting of the Jewish 
Agency Executive (JAE), in Jerusalem. The meeting was chaired by David Ben-Gurion, chairman 
of the JAE and future prime minister of Israel. Although some internal Jewish Agency 
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documents prior to June 1944 had mentioned mass murder in Auschwitz, the information was 
not fully understood or absorbed by all the members of the executive. 
 
Ben-Gurion said in the June 11 meeting that he opposed asking the Allies to bomb it because 
“we do not know what the actual situation is in Poland.” Another JAE member, Emil Schmorak, 
opposed requesting bombing because “It is said that in Oswiecim [the Polish name 
for Auschwitz] there is a large labor camp. We cannot take on the responsibility for a bombing 
that could cause the death of even one Jew.” Instead of a vote, Ben-Gurion concluded the 
discussion by stating that the consensus of the participants was that “it is the position of the 
Executive not to propose to the Allies the bombing of places where Jews are located.” 
 
The Jewish Agency’s position soon changed. On June 19, 1944 the head of the Agency’s office in 
Geneva, Richard Lichtheim, wrote a five-page letter to Gruenbaum summarizing detailed 
information about Auschwitz that had been provided by two recent escapees from the camp, 
Rudolf Vrba and Alfred Wetzler. Lichtheim explained to his Jerusalem colleagues that the 
information showed the Agency’s previous information about Auschwitz being a labor camp 
was erroneous. 
 
“We now know exactly what has happened and where it has happened,” Lichtheim wrote. 
“There IS a labour camp in [the] Birkenau [section of Auschwitz] just as in many other places of 
Upper Silesia, and there ARE still many thousands of Jews working there and in 
the neighbouring places (Jawischowitz etc). But apart from the labour-camps proper [there are] 
specially constructed buildings with gas-chambers and crematoriums….The total number of 
Jews killed in or near Birkenau is estimated at over one and a half million….12,000 Jews are now 
deported from Hungary every day. They are also sent to Birkenau. It is estimated that of a total 
of one million 800,000 Jews or more so far sent to Upper- Silesia 90% of the men and 95% of 
the women have been killed immediately…” 
 
Lichtheim’s letter, together with the Vrba-Wetzler report, reached Gruenbaum in Jerusalem 
during the last week of June, and reached Jewish leaders in New York City shortly afterwards. A. 
Leon Kubowitzki, head of the Rescue Department of the World Jewish Congress, had, like his 
colleagues in Palestine, apparently not fully understood the nature of Auschwitz-Birkenau. 
“Shocked by Birkenau extermination,” Kubowitzki cabled a colleague in London on July 5. “Were 
convinced Birkenau only labor camp.” 
 
During the weeks following receipt of the report, Jewish Agency officials in Europe, the Middle 
East, and the United States began promoting the bombing proposal. 
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Slide 91:  June 12, 1944 
Roosevelt Createes Free Port 
Fort Ontaria, Oswego, NY 
 

In 1944, with the tide of the war turning the Allies’ way, President Franklin Roosevelt made a 
symbolic gesture. Roosevelt extended an invitation to 1,000 European refugees who had been 
carefully screened in terms of occupation, levels of education, and so on, to come to the U.S. as 
“guests.”  This “guest status” allowed him to circumvent existing immigration laws and quotas, 
but gave the refugees no legal standing and required them to return to Europe once conditions 
were better.   
 
The WRB, acting on Presidential orders, selected the precious few who would make the 
journey.  
 
The government officials making the selection chose families and survivors with skills that could 
help run a camp in America.  The first priority was refugees who had been in concentration 
camps and escaped. - Ruth Gruber 
 
His Secretary of the Interior, Harold Ickes, sent Special Assistant Ruth Gruber to Italy to bring 
back nearly 1,000 war refugees to America. Ruth Gruber, a young American Jewish journalist 
who worked for the U.S. government, risked her life to escort these refugees to Fort Ontario, a 
vacant US Army base..  It took the group 2 weeks to cross the ocean, fighting limited space 
conditions, seasickness and extreme heat.  It was not a pleasant trip.  Along the way she played 
the role of protector, comforter, friend and teacher, and she worked diligently for their rights 
once they arrived in the U.S. 
 
The 982 men, women and children had been specially selected for the trip. Said Gruber, “The 
government officials making the selection chose families and survivors with skills that could 
help run a camp in America. The first priority was refugees who had been in concentration 
camps and escaped.” 
 
This small band of 982 had no legal right to be in America – except for President Roosevelt’s 
invitation. He promised Congress that they would go back home when the war was over. In 
fact, the refugees had to sign a document to that effect. 
 
It took the group two weeks to cross the ocean aboard the USS Henry Gibbons, a troop 
transport ship, fighting limited space conditions, seasickness, and extreme heat.  It was not a 
pleasant trip. Refugee Eva Kaufmann Dye remembers, “It was very cramped quarters on the 
ship. It was made for American soldiers, with bunks that slept two and two and two, which is six 
stacked on top of each other. The other half of the ship was full of wounded soldiers. It was 
beastly hot.” 
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But spirits lifted as the ship pulled into New York harbor, and cheers greeted the sight of the 
Statue of Liberty. Said Ivo Lederer, “If you’re coming from war-time, war-damaged Europe to 
see this enormous sight, lower Manhattan and the Statue of Liberty –  I don’t think there was a 
dry eye on deck.” 
 
 
 

 

Slide 92:  August 1944-February 1946 
Refugees at Fort Ontario 
 
After that symbol of freedom, however, there were other symbols awaiting them. A train, 
reminder of the ones bound for Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen, carried the refugees north 
to Oswego and a decommissioned military base at Fort Ontario. Barbed wire fences and military 
personnel greeted them at their new home. Refugee Walter Greenberg comments, “I felt 
deceived. I felt that I should have been free. I mean, I felt wonderful. I had doctors. I had nurses. 
I had food. I came to school. Oswegonians were very kind… What good is it to have all the 
amenities of life if one still isn’t free?” 
 
While the Statue of Liberty brought tears to the eyes of the weary refugees, the train ride to 
Oswego brought reminders of trips to Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen. Barbed wire fences and 
military personnel greeted them at their new home.  Within the camp, the refugees lived under 
security restrictions and were not allowed to work outside the camp.  Refugee Walter 
Greenberg commented: 
 
 I felt deceived.  I felt that I should have been free.  I mean, I felt wonderful.  I had doctors.  
I had nurses.  I had food.  I came to school.   Oswegonians were very kind … What good is it to 
have all the amenities of life if one still isn’t free? 
 
The camp gates were not permanently closed. Children left to go to school. Oswego residents 
passed food through holes in the gate and items such as a bicycle over it. One pair of refugees 
even got married. They got a license at Oswego City Hall, and the ceremony was performed 
under a chupa (canopy) on the parade ground at Fort Ontario. First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt 
visited the refugees. It wasn’t freedom, but it wasn’t prison, either.  
   
By the end of the war, the refugees had begun to rebuild their lives in the camp, and many 
dreaded returning to Europe, where they had watched their families perish and where they no 
longer had a home.  This created a political nightmare for Roosevelt and others who genuinely 
wanted to allow them to become “official Americans.” 
 
Advocates for the refugees continually lobbied Congress and the President to allow them to stay 
in America. Finally, after eighteen months in the camp, Their freedom was granted on 
December 22, 1945 by President Harry Truman. 
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The shelter closed a short time later in February 1946. 
 
The WRB had intended to create other such places of asylum, and thus also influence other 
countries to provide sanctuary for World War II victims.  Roosevelt, however, refused to 
establish any other havens besides Oswego. This was the only attempt by the United States to 
shelter Jewish refugees during the war.  The journalist I. F. Stone remarked that Oswego was “… 
a kind of token payment of decency, a bargain counter flourish in humanitarianism.”   
 
 
 

Slide 93:  July 1942 
Gallup Poll 
 
44% of respondents thought that Jews had too much power and influence 
 
 
 

Slide 94:  September 18, 1944 
Rosh Hashanah, The Jewish New Year 
 
That year, while Jews around the country dipped their apples in honey to symbolize their hopes 
for a sweet new year, the American public received a vivid reminder that for the Jewish people, 
it was, in fact, a bitter holiday. Readers of The New York Times, The Philadelphia Record, and 
other major dailies opened their morning newspaper to find a large advertisement headlined 
“What’s happy about this New Year?” In the center of the ad was a riveting illustration of a 
ragged European Jewish refugee child drawn by renowned artist Arthur Szyk. 
 
“As the Jewish New Year approached, greetings and messages of good will” were issued by 
various Allied leaders, the ad began. “What’s happy about this New Year for us if one of the 
foremost democratic allies (Britain) … still blockades the sole practical route of escape (from 
Hitler Europe) through the Balkans into Palestine?”  
   
The ad continued, “What’s so happy about a Jewish New Year which mourns millions of our 
people brutally murdered; burned alive; asphyxiated in gas chambers; thrown, still living, into 
burial trenches, while the governments of our friendly nations dilly-dallied and split hairs about 
matters of rescue? … What has happened to us will go down in history as democracy’s greatest 
disgrace … 
 
“Maybe what we say does not sound very tactful to your ears. But this is no time for tact. It is 
now time to act where governments have been remiss in their first human duty to save lives.” 
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Emphasizing that there were still Jews who could be saved but England was blocking Jewish 
immigration to Palestine, the ad concluded with a powerful appeal to the American public: “You 
have one last chance to do something for a people who will not know happiness this New Year, 
nor next New Year, nor for generations … Let your government and your Congress know that 
vague promises and polite good wishes are not enough. Let them know that we can accept New 
Year’s greetings only in the form of rescue in the form of a haven. Open the gates of Palestine so 
that we can live.” 
 
The ad was sponsored by the Emergency Committee to Save the Jewish People of Europe, a 
group led by Peter Bergson, a young Zionist activist from Jerusalem. 
 
During 1943-44, Bergson’s group sponsored more than 200 full-page newspaper ads, lobbied 
Congress, and organized rallies, including a march by 400 rabbis to the White House to plead for 
U.S. rescue of Jewish refugees.  
  
 The Bergson Group also assembled an impressive coalition of supporters from across the 
spectrum. The 1944 New Year’s ad, for example, featured a long list of signatories that included 
singer Eddie Cantor; Harvard criminologist Sheldon Glueck; poet and Academy Award-winning 
screenwriter (for “A Star Is Born”) Dorothy Parker; Unitarian Church official Rev. Albert 
Dieffenbach; Eliezer Silver, one of the most prominent Orthodox rabbis in America; Nobel 
Literature Prize laureate Sigrid Lindset; actress Stella Adler; and the governors of Pennsylvania, 
Indiana and Rhode Island. A coalition this broad could not easily be ignored by the Roosevelt 
administration. 
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Slide 95:  November 7, 1944 
Roosevelt Elected for 4th Term 
 
 
Slide 96:  1945 
January  Evacuation of Auschwitz 
  Liberation of Auschwitz 
 

Slide 97:  December 22, 1945 
Truman Directive 
 
President Harry S. Truman favored a liberal immigration policy toward DPs. 
 
Faced with congressional inaction, Truman issued an executive order, the “Truman Directive,” 
on December 22, 1945. The directive required that existing immigration quotas be designated 
for displaced persons.  
 
While overall immigration into the United States did not increase, more DPs were admitted than 
before.  
Between 35,000–40,000 DPs, most of whom were Jewish, entered the United States between 
December 22, 1945, and July 1, 1948 under provisions of the Truman Directive. 
 
Congressional action was needed before existing immigration quotas could be increased. In 
1948, following intense lobbying by the American Jewish community, Congress passed 
legislation to admit 202,000 DPs to the United States. Nearly 80,000 of these DPS were Jewish. 
The rest were Christians from Eastern Europe and the Baltics, many of whom had been forced 
laborers in Germany. The entry qualifications were so stringent and privileged certain refugees 
to such an extent, however, that President Truman called the law "flagrantly discriminatory” 
against Jews. Congress amended the law in 1950, but by that time most of the Jewish DPs in 
Europe had gone to the newly established state of Israel (founded on May 14, 1948). 
 
Between 1945 and 1952, 137,450 Jewish refugees (including close to 100,000 Jewish DPs) 
settled in the United States. The amended 1948 law was a turning point in American 
immigration policy and established a precedent for later refugee crises. 
 

 

Slide 98:  Immigration Chart 
 
Emigration from Nazi Germany became illegal in October 1941. 
 
 


