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agents of democratic countries.” And “the fact has obviously escaped Mr. Roosevelt’s 
notice that Palestine is at present occupied not by German troops but by the English.” 
And so on in this sarcastic manner, from which with a masterly touch – Hitler was a 
superb actor today – he drew every last drop of irony. America champions the 
conference method of settling disputes? he asked. But was it not the first nation to 
shrink from participation in the League [of Nations]? “It was not until many years 
later that I resolved to follow the example of America and likewise leave the largest 
conference in the world.14  

 
In the end, Hitler gave “an assurance of the kind desired by Mr. Roosevelt” and 

concluded the session by demanding the return of the city of Danzig and part of Poland. 
Once again, Hitler vowed that it would be his last territorial claim in Europe. 

 
 

CONNECTIONS 

 

What is Hitler’s solution to the “Jewish question”? Was he offering it as an idea or as a 
policy? How did he expect other nations to respond?  
 
Were Hitler’s charges true? Were his arguments believable? If so, whom would they 
convince? How did he use history to make his case? How did he distort the past? Do you 
think his response to the questions Roosevelt raised was sincere or was he acting?  

 
 

READING 10 

 

The Failure to Help 
 

By 1939, more and more Jews were obsessed by the need for “papers.” They needed 

official passports to leave Germany, Austria, and other countries now under Nazi rule. 
They also needed written documents to enter another country. Among the Jews caught up 
in the search for the “right papers” were the 937 men, women, and children who boarded 
the ship, the St. Louis, on May 14. Each had paid $150 – a huge sum of money in 1939 –
for permission to land in Cuba. For only a few was the island their final destination. Most 
were on a waiting list for entry to the United States.  

As the St. Louis neared Cuba, President Federico Laredo Bru suddenly canceled the 
landing permits of the Jewish passengers. As they and various international Jewish 
groups tried to change his mind, the ship’s captain was optimistic. He reasoned that most 
of his passengers would eventually be allowed to enter the United States. Therefore, even 
if the situation in Cuba deteriorated, the American government would quickly resolve the  
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matter by accepting them a little sooner. His passengers were less hopeful. Two tried to 
commit suicide. To prevent other attempts, the crew lowered lifeboats and lit the waters 
around the ship. When the captain heard rumors of a mass suicide pact, he added special 
patrols.  

When news of the first suicide attempt (the second one was kept secret) reached the 
United States, many Americans demanded that their government accept the passengers. 
Others sent Bru telegrams of protest, but he refused to reconsider his stand. As a result, 
the ship left Cuban waters on June 2 with all but 30 passengers still on board. The 30 
were non-Jews or Jews with special visas. Unsure of where to take the remaining 
passengers, the captain marked time while negotiations continued. When they ended on 
June 7 without a settlement, he was forced to return to Germany. As the ship recrossed 
the Atlantic, the desperate passengers cabled Neville Chamberlain: “Beg to be saved by 
being granted asylum in England or at least disembarkation at Southampton as return to 
Hamburg impossible and acts of desperation would be unavoidable.”  

The Nazis turned the incident into propaganda. They 
claimed that it demonstrated that the Jews were universally 
disliked and distrusted. On June 10, Belgium responded with 
an announcement that it would accept two hundred passengers. 
Two days later, the Netherlands promised to take 194. Britain 
and France took in the rest. The United States remained silent. 
Furious at the role the United States government played in the 
crisis, a resident of Richmond, Virginia, wrote to a local paper:  

 
[The] press reported that the ship came close enough to 

Miami for the refugees to see the lights of the city. The 
press also reported that the U.S. Coast Guard, under 
instructions from Washington, followed the ship...to 
prevent any people landing on our shores. And during the days when this horrible 
tragedy was being enacted right at our doors, our government in Washington made no 
effort to relieve the desperate situation of these people, but on the contrary gave 
orders that they be kept out of the country... The failure to take any steps whatever to 
assist these distressed, persecuted Jews in their hour of extremity was one of the most 
disgraceful things which has happened in American history and leaves a stain and 
brand of shame upon the record of our nation.15  
 
In the 1930s Americans were more concerned with unemployment at home than with 

stateless Jews in Europe. Although many were willing to accept a few famous writers, 
artists, and scientists who happened to be Jewish, they were less willing to let in 
thousands of ordinary Jews. A 1939 poll helps explain why. Over 5,000 people were 
asked with which of the following statements they agreed:  

 
In the United States the Jews have the same standing as any other people and they 

should be treated in all ways exactly like all other Americans.  

By 1939, more and 
more Jews were 
obsessed by the need 
for papers. They 
needed official 
passports to leave 
Germany, Austria, and 
other countries now 
under Nazi rule. They 
also needed written 
documents to enter 
another country. 
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Jews are in some way distinct from other Americans but they make respected and 
useful citizens so long as they do not try to mingle socially where they are not 
wanted.  

Jews have somewhat different business methods and, therefore, measures should 
be taken to prevent Jews from getting too much power in the business world.  

We should make it a policy to deport Jews from this country to some new 
homeland as fast as it can be done without inhumanity.  
 
Although 39 percent agreed with the first statement, 53 percent regarded Jews as 

different from “real Americans.” About 32 percent wanted to restrict their “business 
methods” and about 10 percent favored their deportation. Eight percent had no opinion. 
Other polls resulted in similar findings. Few Americans were violently antisemitic, but 
many felt that Jews had to be kept in their “place.”16  

Enforcement of the nation’s immigration laws reflected these views. The United 
States could legally admit as many as 26,000 German immigrants each year. Yet in 1934, 
the State Department allowed only about 5,000 to enter the nation. Approximately 6,000 
were permitted to enter in 1935 and less than 11,000 in 1936.  

Then in February 1939, Senator Robert Wagner of New York and Representative 
Edith Nourse Rogers of Massachusetts sponsored a bill that would bypass the 
immigration laws and temporarily admit 20,000 Jewish children who would stay in the 
country only until it was safe for them to return home. As most were too young to work, 
they would not take away jobs from Americans. Furthermore, their stay would not cost 
taxpayers a penny. Various Jewish groups had agreed to assume financial responsibility 
for the children.  

Yet the bill encountered strong opposition. Why, opponents asked, were Christian 
children from Poland or Chinese children (Japan invaded China in 1933) not included? 
Others made openly antisemitic remarks. One warned “that twenty thousand children 
would soon grow into twenty thousand ugly adults.” The bill was never passed. 

 
 

CONNECTIONS 

 

The St. Louis was not the only boat to be turned away from the United States in the late 
1930s. What do such incidents suggest about the nation’s “universe of obligation”?  
 
How would you respond to the letter written to the Virginia newspaper? How do you 
think a government official would respond?  
 
What does the controversy over the Rogers Bill suggest about antisemitism in the United 
States? About anti-immigrant feeling? In 1993, a poll similar to the one taken in 1939 
revealed that 60 percent regarded immigration as a  
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“bad thing for this country.” About 62 percent believed that immigrants take the jobs of 
U.S. workers. Compare the two polls.  
 
Over fifty years after the St. Louis incident, boatloads of refugees from Haiti, Vietnam, 
and China sought asylum in the United States and once again government officials turned 
them away. The officials claimed that the only refugees allowed to enter the nation were 
those whose lives would be in danger if they were returned to their homeland. Check 
newspapers and magazines written in the early 1990s to find out how Americans 
responded to that policy. How did memories of the St. Louis affect their reaction?  
 

The Fortunoff Video Archive for Holocaust Testimonies at Yale University has created 
FIight From Destiny, a video montage that deals with the voyage of the St. Louis. The 
video is described in detail in Elements of Time, pages 189-197 and is available from the 
Facing History Resource Center. Also available is a PBS special on American attitudes 
during those years. In addition a study guide is available for use with a video of Lianne 
Rief Lehrer and documents that detail what happened to relatives who sailed on the St. 
Louis. Walter K.’s memories of the St. Louis are summarized in Elements of Time, pages 
234-236.  

 
 

READING 11 

 

Enemies become Allies 
 

By the summer of 1939, war in Europe seemed inevitable. As people braced themselves, 

many wondered how the Soviet Union would respond. In the mid-1930s, Joseph Stalin 
had shifted from a policy of opposition to all capitalist nations to one that targeted fascist 
regimes. Still no one could be sure what Stalin or Hitler would do.  

On August 23, 1939, the two dictators shocked the world by announcing a 
nonaggression pact. They also secretly agreed to divide Poland. In addition, Hitler 
promised Stalin a free hand in Finland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Bessarabia – 
countries that had been part of the Russian Empire before World War I. Although the 
treaty did not alter the long-range policies of either leader, it did startle people in both 
Russia and Germany. Max von der Gruen was thirteen years old when the treaty was 
signed.  

 
I can remember the day the pact was signed as if it were yesterday. Probably the 

reason this agreement caused such a sensation and stirred up so many people was that 
ever since 1933 it had been drummed into the heads of the Germans that they were 
waging a life-and-death struggle against the forces of Bolshevism. But now the Nazis 
had made a pact with the Russians. People did not understand this; they were rattled, 
and suddenly began to have doubts about the Fuehrer.  


