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Tony Matthews is clearly as gifted a writer in the literary sense as he is persistent and probing in his capacity as historical researcher. ...


Although he has excellent academic qualifications, his writing is quite free of academic jargon, obscurities and pontification. He writes lucidly for a broad audience and this is why he is so popular.
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Introduction


In July 1938 the United States, Great Britain and thirty other countries participated in a vital conference at Évian-les-Bains, France, to discuss the persecution and possible emigration of the European Jews, specifically those caught under the anvil of Nazi atrocities in Germany and Austria. However, most of those nations finally rejected the pleas then being made by the Jewish communities, thus condemning them to the Nazi Holocaust.


As a child I grew up among the ruins created by one of the most appalling fascist dictatorships of all time. My hometown of Swansea in South Wales had been hammered by German bombers in 1941. A total of 230 people had been killed. After the bombing raids, large sections of Swansea lay in ruins. For a child, this was a thought-provoking environment in which to grow up.


The evidence of evil was all around, and it was both a disquieting and, at the same time, a comforting sight that evoked a range of emotions. The rubble reminded me that war was terrible, destructive and an appalling waste of lives and resources. Yet it also reminded me that this ruinous element could be defeated, no matter how impossible and herculean that task might appear to be.


I thought a lot about the war and what it had done to people everywhere, but principal among my thoughts was the realization that evil can be overcome and its architects destroyed. Not only did history teach me that, but the evidence was still all around me in the blasted ruins, the weed-grown rubble, the overgrown slit trenches on top of the hill near my home, the weeds that grew through the cracks in the hastily laid runway of the old RAF fighter base where Spitfires took off to challenge the might of the German Luftwaffe. Even my favourite beach was a reminder of the war, especially when corroding mustard gas mines were discovered where we sometimes played cricket on lazy summer afternoons.


And then I learned about the Holocaust with all its terrors, and that knowledge in a young boy’s mind made the whole war horrifically worse. It hadn’t been just two sides fighting each other to find a winner, the type of war one would read about in Boys’ Own style magazines. It had been one side fighting against a cancerous evil that was too murderous to contemplate.


When a boy, I was an incessant reader; I read every book I could lay my hands on and could often be found beneath the blankets at night, reading with a rapidly dimming torch. I have always had an extremely vivid imagination, and suddenly I could almost see the suffering those people had gone through in the concentration camps, and it affected me greatly. The discovery of the history of the Holocaust left an indelible stain on me; I could never understand why so many people, including millions of children just like me, had been murdered so callously.


Children like me. That thought revolved endlessly. When, as an adult, I discovered what had happened during the Évian conference of 1938 and what the conference had meant for the ultimate fate of the Jewish refugees from Nazi-controlled regions of Europe, I felt that it was really important for me to write a history of this tragedy so that the world would know what had occurred. Before I even began to write the book, I also needed to know how many people knew about the Évian conference and its influence on the Jewish people of Europe.


For years I asked many people I knew or came into contact with, and without exception they had never heard of it. I mean that literally. Not one person I asked had ever heard of the Évian conference. I then wrote a feature article about the conference that was published in a number of national newspapers, and, after those articles had been released, I received many calls from people telling me this was a story that needed to be told in detail to the world. Little did I know that it would take me thirty years to complete the task.


As the years passed, it seemed at times almost as though people no longer cared. The Holocaust was long over. Hundreds of books had been written about it; how could one more embed our understanding of the horror any more deeply in our collective conscience?


To answer this, it’s necessary to go back in time to Évian-les-Bains, France, in July 1938, during which diplomatic representatives of thirty-two countries came together in an effort to find ways to ameliorate the plight of European Jews then suffering beneath the murderous heel of Nazi oppression. As the world now struggles to come to terms with massive global turmoil, plus ongoing military conflicts that have created tidal surges of refugees and a consequent rise in violent ultra-right-wing nationalism, even in America, we have to understand that the mistakes we made in the past could very easily be repeated today. In fact, those mistakes are being repeated right now.


There is no doubt that during the twelve years of Nazi control, from 1933 to 1945, the Germans were responsible for the most hideous criminal act ever committed in the history of humankind. The persecution and attempted annihilation of the entire race of European Jews. But we should remember that this annihilation did not come about overnight. It grew in momentum, slowly at first, collecting evil as it gathered energy, direction and force. We should also recall that this evil was allowed to grow not only from a simple and illogical hatred, or a deeply entrenched policy of anti-Semitism, but through the apathy of the rest of the world. The Holocaust proved for all time that man is capable of any atrocity and is willing, even eager, to take that atrocity to unimaginable depths. It also proved that these atrocities — however hideous — can be condoned, ignored and even encouraged if the will and circumstances exist.


The Évian conference of 1938 was a critical turning point in world history. The outcome of the conference set the stage for the attempted complete annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe. No other international conference in modern history has played such a profoundly significant role in world events and affected the fates of so many individuals. In retrospect it is a simple matter to lay the blame for the Holocaust with Hitler; after all, it was he who sanctioned and ordered the ‘Final Solution’, but the question remains, could the Holocaust have been prevented, could six million lives have been saved if the delegates to that vital conference at Évian had shown more human compassion, some dignity and mercy? However, few did. America, the country that had organised the conference, and the thirty-one other participating countries, almost unanimously agreed that in light of their own immigration laws, which they would not alter to facilitate the need of the refugees, the Jewish problem was just too difficult to solve.


Yet the facts remain that at the time of the annexation of Austria in 1938 the German and Austrian Jewish population amounted to only about 570,000 people — not the six or seven million who were later embroiled in the Holocaust. These numbers could easily have been assimilated into the thirty-two countries whose representatives at Évian called themselves the ‘Nations of Asylum’. In later years the United States allowed more than half a million Cuban and Vietnamese refugees to enter the country with little appreciable impact on the country’s economy, politics or society. If each of the thirty-two nations represented at Évian had allowed just eighteen thousand Jewish refugees into their countries, Hitler would have been forced to reconsider his plans for the ‘Final Solution’.


As Hitler rose to power during the 1930s and as anti-Semitism grew throughout Germany and its allied nations, there was mounting concern in the free world about the future of European Jews. Hitler had made no secret of the fact that he wanted to be rid of every Jew in Germany. Indeed, the official German policy as war loomed closer during the closing years of the 1930s was to make the Third Reich Judenrein, purified totally of Jews. As we shall see later in this history, Hitler admitted that he was willing to place the Jews: ‘...even on luxury ships’, in order to get them out of the country, and his hatred extended beyond the Jews to Christians of Jewish ancestry. One of Hitler’s schemes to solve die Judenfrage, the Jewish Question, was called the Madagascar Plan. Madagascar was to be placed under the jurisdiction of Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler and turned into a reservation for millions of deported European Jews. However, the plan was finally aborted.


Under mounting world concern the Évian conference was organised by American President Franklin D. Roosevelt who appointed the highly successful businessman Myron Charles Taylor as his special ambassador.


As one would expect, many of the conference delegates were important men, mainly diplomats of middle to high rank in their respective countries, while others were simply low rank diplomats who would be in no position to make key decisions or significant representation regarding their countries’ immigration policies. At Évian all the delegates were given the very best accommodation: luxurious suites at the Hotel Royale, and soon after their arrival they began to enjoy the fabulous amenities of the resort. The complex boasted some of the best stables in France; there were sports such as skiing, golf and tennis — it seemed that the suffering, anxiety and persecution of European Jews existed in another world, far away.


Labelled: the ‘Nations of Asylum’, the countries represented at the Évian conference included the U.S., Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Denmark, Great Britain and her Commonwealth countries, Belgium, Sweden, France, Switzerland, Norway, the Netherlands, and several countries of Africa and Latin America. South Africa sent only an observer and refused to participate in the conference, Italy, allied so closely to Germany, blankly refused to attend, but a small group of well-dressed Nazis, (possibly Gestapo agents, who had not been invited) were present at every conference session and took extensive notes of the proceedings.


Thirty-nine refugee organisations including twenty Jewish groups had come to give factual, firsthand evidence of the treatment then being meted out to the Jews under German control. Theirs was a simple cry in the darkness: ‘Help us to get out,’ they told the delegations, ‘or we shall not survive.’


Unfortunately, with only a few exceptions, European Jews were not welcome anywhere in the world. Two thousand years of anti-Semitism could not simply disappear. Many countries were taking limited numbers of refugees, but the only country where Jews could find a true welcome was in Palestine, and there, only by the Jewish community.


At the time Palestine was controlled by the British under a League of Nations mandate and Britain was desperately trying to control a difficult political and religious situation, the conflict between the Jews and the Arabs that was about to erupt in the Middle East.


This book is primarily based upon previously secret and highly confidential documents from the U.S. Department of State, all of which detail the entire course of events concerning the Évian conference and its ramifications to the Jewish problem. Throughout the publication quotations have been taken directly from many of these secret and confidential documents, and also from relevant press reports. These excerpts have been used to demonstrate precisely how governments, the fourth estate and the public were then regarding the issue. Silence in the Shadows is largely based upon the chronological sequence of events as issues unfolded at the U.S. Department of State. In order that the reader might gain an understanding of these developments, this book, generally speaking, follows that chronology.


It should be pointed out, however, with some emphasis, that this is not an academic text. It has been written with the general reader in mind and utilises a simple and, hopefully, more readable style than one would expect in a thesis or more academic work.


The book is divided into three parts. Part One investigates the lead up to the conference, the political and social difficulties encountered by President Roosevelt and the U.S. Department of State as they attempted to bring more than thirty countries together in what was, quite clearly, the most significant social and political problem of the century. In this section will be found the determination of Roosevelt and his staff to bring about a solution, despite the plethora of letters they received from many anti-Semites who were equally as determined to keep all Jews out of the United States and Great Britain.


Part Two gives details of what actually occurred at the conference, why the world generally found that the Jewish refugee problem in the face of Nazi persecution was just too difficult to solve, and Part Three considers the aftermath of the conference, how the decisions made at Évian were to affect the Jewish communities in Nazi controlled territories, and why, finally and irrevocably, Hitler was allowed to proceed with the Holocaust.


At the end of the text, one is, perhaps, left gasping in frustration at the inactivity and lethargy that epitomised and seemed to engulf all the events of the conference and its delegates. One almost has a mental impression of the delegates reaching for their briefcases, donning their fashionable homburg hats and walking away shrugging. They had done what they could; they could do no more.


Yet if the governments of the democratic world were to remain obstinately lethargic, then it would be up to individuals and humanitarian organisations to do what they could to rescue the Jews of Europe. Government lethargy made the task of these individuals and organisations vastly more difficult, but difficulties were there to be overcome. Within the two final chapters of this publication readers will find a wealth of information about at least a few of the many heroic efforts of people and organisations who, despite the decisions made at Évian, worked under extremely dangerous conditions, often giving their own lives, to assist in the rescue of the Jews. Their efforts, which sometimes failed and sometimes succeeded, lay bare the myth that the world, generally, did not care. It was simply the inactivity of the democratic governments, steeped in stifling bureaucracy, ineptitude and racism, which proved the major barrier in preventing the greatest massacre in world history.
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The very first essential for success is a perpetually
constant and regular employment of violence.


–Adolf Hitler




Part One


Chapter 1


The Need for Évian


After the rise to power of Adolf Hitler in 1933, anti-Semitism arrived at a period in time that was quite unprecedented in the history of the world. As Hitler’s power grew, so did anti-Semitism on a massive scale, not only in Germany and later Austria after the Anschluss, but also in almost all European countries, especially in France and Poland.


The Anschluss, the union of Germany and Austria, was brought about under the government of Nazi extremist, Arthur von Seyss-Inquart(1) who invited Hitler to occupy Austria on 12 March, 1938, and proclaimed a union with Germany the following day. On 10 April a Nazi-controlled plebiscite recorded a vote of 99.75 per cent in favour of the Anschluss.


Beyond the frontiers of the countries immediately affected there was a noticeable spread of anti-Semitism. This was primarily the result of economic difficulties following the tragic years of the Great Depression, long-term industrial and business monopolisation by Jewish people and also through the malicious use of propaganda spread by the anti-Semitic states, primarily Germany and Austria. This propaganda easily and quickly found its way into the newspapers and other forms of communication in neighbouring countries, especially those of eastern Europe. President of the New Zionist Organisation, Doctor Benjamin Akzin, who was then based in London, wrote a highly confidential memorandum on the issue in April 1938, a copy of which was sent that month to the U.S. Department of State in Washington DC. Akzin and his New Zionist Organisation represented the extremely controversial revisionists who had withdrawn from the Zionist Organisation in 1935. The group advocated unlimited Jewish immigration into both Palestine and Trans-Jordan and the setting up as quickly as possible of a Jewish State following the guidelines of the famous Balfour Declaration.


The concept of Palestine as a Jewish homeland is, of course, steeped in the history of the Jewish religion but it was not until 1896 when the Viennese Jew Theodor Herzl published The Jewish State, that the concept began to crystallise as a real possibility. Herzl called for an international conference of Jews which took place at Basel in Switzerland in 1897 and was attended by approximately two hundred important Jewish leaders. They formulated a resolution calling for the establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine which was to be, ‘...secured by public law’. However, the Turkish government, which then controlled Palestine, refused to have such a state established in their territory and Herzl reluctantly accepted an offer made by the British government to have a Jewish homeland set up in Uganda. The plan was strongly opposed by other Jewish leaders, especially so since land in Palestine was being purchased on a large scale through a fund set up and backed heavily by the wealthy Rothschild family.


In 1917, Arthur James Balfour, former British prime minister and, at the time, British foreign secretary, communicated with Lord Rothschild, a leader of Zionism, advising him that the British government would support the establishment of a Jewish national home in Palestine under the provision that safeguards could be set in place to ensure the rights of the existing non-Jewish peoples of Palestine. The Balfour Declaration was quickly ratified by the Allied governments and formed a basis for the League of Nations mandate for Palestine in 1920.


Despite this, Akzin’s revisionists’ policies were regarded by the U.S. Department of State in confidential memoranda as being, ‘intransigent and extreme’.(2)


Akzin’s memorandum claimed that in some countries in Europe anti-Semitic propaganda was being carried to its extreme lengths. He said that the world was witnessing anti-Semitic activities that would deprive Jewish populations of their means of subsistence and result in ‘...their reduction to complete destitution’. He added that oppressive legislation was being sponsored with a view to degrading the Jewish people to, ‘...the position of pariahs, to denying them the most elementary protection of political status, of civil rights and of human dignity’. He ended his plea by claiming that simultaneously propaganda was being promoted that would force the Jewish people into a position where they would become, ‘...trapped animals with no hope locally, and with all avenues of escape closed to them’.(3)


Akzin went on to explore the concept of anti-Semitism in relation to modern political ideologies of the 1930s. He said that the roots of the circumstances lay not only in the deliberate attitudes of governments but went deeper, to the core of a rising tide of nationalism and the prevailing difficult economic circumstances. These elements combined to facilitate a powerful movement against Jewish involvement in economic affairs and appealed strongly to large parts of the population.(4)


International liberalisation of immigration laws under such difficult circumstances was an extremely unlikely proposition. Unrestricted movement of nationals from one country to another had ceased at around the time of the First World War and the possibility of nations liberalising their immigration laws to allow for large-scale migration of Jewish nationals — in the light of heightening antagonism — was less than infinitesimal. Quite the contrary, the economic and political difficulties being experienced by most countries during the 1930s only stimulated national antagonism and made the process of any kind of liberalism somewhat improbable.


But this was not always the case. Prior to the outbreak of war in 1914 there had been widespread Jewish migration, especially to such countries as the United States, Canada, Latin America, South Africa and certain countries of western Europe. Conditions then, and acceptance of Jewish people, were far more promising and governments were actually moving towards more liberal immigration policies. However, following the war — for which the Jews were partially blamed — fewer countries were willing to accept any significant numbers of Jewish people with the exception of Palestine which accepted some 300,000 in the twenty years between 1918 and 1938.(5) The primary reasons for this were the specific provisions made following the war to allow international immigration into the country. However, during the years 1933 to 1938 even this liberal immigration policy had been tightened by the British mandate holders and immigration had been severely restricted.(6)


During the post-war (1914-18) years the pressure upon areas of Jewish congestion was heightened as governments firmly and irrevocably closed their doors to Jewish migrants. This was especially so in such countries as England, France, Holland, Belgium and even Italy. Yet even so, Jewish migration continued, often clandestinely, and the numbers of Jewish immigrants in these countries grew to such an extent that they caused serious antipathies, especially over economic and environmental arguments. Ordinary diplomatic measures, and even the intervention of the League of Nations, proved ineffectual, and as Hitler rose to power through the 1930s it seemed that the monstrous problem of the Jewish population, under increasing pressure and receiving unending brutalities from the Nazi regime, was an issue for which no solution could be found.


One of the principal agencies operating to aid Jewish refugees, an agency that had been functioning since August 1914, was the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee for German Emergency Relief. During its years of existence the committee proved to be an extraordinarily beneficial one to intending German/Jewish migrants. A 1938 report on the committee’s workings included:


The activities of the American Joint Distribution Committee begin with the most elementary help for children and orphans and general emergency relief, schooling, trade school training, and includes besides strengthening of the economic life through the establishment of credit societies, some of which extend free loans and others with interest — establishment of hospitals and medical institutions of all kinds, establishment of institutions for the prevention of disease — establishment of bath houses and sanatoria, — creation of new modes of existence — land settlements [particularly in Russia], creating new possibilities for industries and strengthening those already in existence — building of houses on a large scale in those countries devastated by the war, emigration and funding of emigration possibilities, etc. From its inception in 1914 to the middle of 1938, the American Joint Distribution Committee has spent a total of over $90,000,000 for all activities in a great number of countries in Europe, Palestine [nearly $9,000,000], Russia and a number of overseas countries.(7)


Until 1933 the offices of the Joint Distribution Committee (J.D.C.) were located in Berlin. Because of this, immediately after the National Socialist Party came into power, the J.D.C. was able to engage in the reconstruction work and in the preparation for an orderly emigration in close contact with the Jewish organisations within Germany. The J.D.C. extended its efforts to transform the aimless emigration, which began in 1933, into a systematic well-planned one with the help of the organisations that were at first coordinated into the Zentral-Ausschuss der Juden in Deutschland and later into the enlarged organisation of the Reichsvertretung der Juden in Deutschland. (As soon as the English organisation for helping German refugees, the Council for German Jewry, was created, the J.D.C. immediately worked in close contact with that organisation in such areas as economic aid, migration, welfare, education, training and retraining).


The J.D.C. made a contribution towards the entire budget of the Reichsvertretung, but emphasized that its main interest was to contribute towards constructive work, namely the preparation and carrying out of emigration.(8)
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Pressure Mounts


By 1938 the horror of Jewish persecution under the Germans was becoming universally known. Five years had passed since Hitler had come to power and during that time anti-Semitism had grown dramatically. In March 1933 the Nazis opened Dachau concentration camp. The following month they staged a boycott of Jewish shops and businesses. That same month they issued a decree which defined a non-Aryan as ‘anyone descended from non-Aryan, especially Jewish parents or grandparents’. That month too the Gestapo was born and by July 1933 the Nazi Party was declared as the only legal party in Germany. A law was passed to strip all Jewish immigrants from Poland of their German citizenship. In September the Reich Chamber of Culture was established but excluded Jews from the Arts. That same month Jews were forbidden from owning land. In October Jews were prohibited from being newspaper editors. Month after month, year after year, the persecution continued, further tightening restrictions on every aspect of Jewish life. In 1934 Jews were banned from the German Labour Front; they were not allowed national health insurance and were prevented from obtaining legal qualifications. In 1935 Jews were banned from serving in the military and in September that year the Nuremberg Race Laws against Jews were decreed.


Thirteen weeks prior to the conference at Évian, Hitler’s troops had marched into Austria and within days of occupying Vienna the capital was in the grip of Nazi terror. Gangs of storm-troopers roamed through the streets searching for Jews to beat up, humiliate and murder. Women were forced to scrub the streets using water to which acid had been added. Jews were stripped of their citizenship, marriage between Jews and Gentiles was forbidden, sexual intercourse between Jews and Gentiles could result in the death sentence. Property was confiscated and huge punitive fines were imposed. These fines were designed to rob the Jews of the majority of their wealth. Jewish shops were smashed, Rabbis beaten up, synagogues burnt, cemeteries desecrated. Jews were banned from universities, the arts and all professions. All human rights for Jews were withdrawn. Jewish teachers were dismissed, Jewish doctors were allowed to treat only Jews. Jews were banned from working in the areas of entertainment, journalism, law, or on the stock exchange. Jewish civil servants were immediately dismissed. Shortly after the Germans walked into Austria more than half the Jewish population was unemployed. Shops carried signs in their windows stating: ‘No Jews allowed inside.’ Jewish families found it difficult to purchase even the simplest necessities of life, meat, bread, and vegetables.


After the Anschluss a further half million Jews were added to the already tragic lists of those under Nazi persecution. Finding relief for these people was of mounting concern worldwide. Even pro-German newspapers in some countries were keen to find a solution to an issue which seemed almost impossible to resolve. One newspaper in South Africa, for example, stated that it was essential, not only for political and commercial stability but also for the sake of humanity, charity and sympathy for the Jewish people that the world should work together to discover methods that might be implemented to bring all those persecuted people to safe areas and countries. The publication pointed out that if this task was not achieved then the results would be widespread social and cultural unrest and that the Jews deserved better treatment as they were an intelligent and enduring race of people who were vitally important to the economic and social wellbeing of the rest of the world.


Jewish populations had been persecuted for centuries but, as the South African press pointed out, the massive and unrelenting wave of persecution under which the Jews of Europe were then suffering might mean that they could now contract into some kind of ‘secret order’ for their own defence and wellbeing and that if they did coalesce defensively then their many talents and resources, especially their expertise in trade and commerce, might be lost to the rest of the world. The press article could not have stressed it more strongly: the world needed the Jews now more than ever.(9)


Yet, as Hitler had grown in his power, a solution was far more difficult to find than had ever been anticipated. During this time there were hundreds of thousands of political, racial, social and religious minorities, including the unemployed, all of whom needed somewhere to live and to work. None of the schemes for their settlement had hitherto succeeded — to any large extent — in catering for their needs, and the ability of most countries to absorb foreign immigrants was economically, socially and, (especially) politically, extremely limited.


As the South African press continued to stress, the principal reason why schemes to resettle Jewish refugees might fail lay in the commercial backgrounds of the Jews themselves. Some of these people were prominent and important businessmen, and it was a major physical and psychological undertaking for them to agree to become farm labourers in a foreign land, although some were obviously capable of that.(10)


Yet in reality a life of such primary production was far from attractive to most of the Jewish emigrants, both socially and economically. Widespread modernisation and industrialisation within rural industries, even during the late 1930s, had resulted in extensive agricultural overproduction. Farmers were often required to sell their produce below the cost of production, or to export their product at the domestic buyer’s expense.


Overproduction in many agricultural industries was often at calamitous proportions. In some rural areas of South Africa, for example, coffee was being destroyed and maize was being used to fuel boilers. The press was asking the very important question: in the face of such overproduction was it viable to force Jewish people to work on the land as farmers, and, of course, would city dwellers with no experience of agriculture actually be any good at farming?(11)


The problem was as cataclysmic as it was multinational, and there were no short-term answers, nor were the answers inexpensive or politically easy to make.


Prominent American writer, journalist and social commentator, Dorothy Thompson, who would be instrumental in suggesting many concepts to the U.S. Department of State over the issue of Jewish migration, wrote a comprehensive article in Foreign Affairs magazine in April 1938. She stated that the world was in turmoil because, with Hitler in Vienna, every small state of the Danubian Basin was feeling increasing pressure. She said that Great Britain and France did not know how to control the situation and that the Soviet Union was, ‘...in a state of disintegration’. She added that with the civil war in Spain continuing, the chaos could only add to the problem of dispossessed minorities such as the Jews.(12)


Up until that time the problems of the Jews living in Germany and Austria had been considered one in which charitable institutions could give the best aid, but with rapidly mounting tensions the emphasis of the problems changed quickly from charitable to political. There was no single body set up to arrange for the emigration of Jews and other refugees from the anti-Semitic regions of Europe, although there were three temporary organisations working to aid such emigration. The first of these was the International Labour Office in the U.S.; the second — and possibly the most important — was the Nansen Office, an agency of the League of Nations; and the third was the Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees Coming from Germany, an autonomous office that was attached to the League but in only a loose fashion. These offices had carried out important work in relocating thousands of Jews from the anti-Semitic regions, primarily into Palestine. However, the limited mandates for both the Nansen Office and the High Commissioner for Refugees Office were almost over, and they were due to be closed at the end of 1938.(13)


The Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees Coming from Germany (under the direction of Sir Neill Malcolm), had been set up as an organisation attached to the League of Nations. The office was commissioned to attempt to safeguard those refugees who had already managed to flee from Germany but had not been able to gain residency permits from any other country.(14)


Sir Neill Malcolm had been appointed to the position of high commissioner in February 1936.(15) His appointment came as a direct result of the persecution then being experienced under Hitler’s growing power. Sir Neill Malcolm was instructed by the League of Nations to carry out several specific tasks, the most significant of these being, ‘...to undertake consultations by the most suitable method with the different governments regarding the possibilities and conditions of placing refugees and finding employment for them’.(16) However, as Sir Neill Malcolm was later to state at the Évian conference:


After very little investigation it became evident to me, and I think the private organisations were in agreement, that there was very little chance of our being able to carry through any large-scale settlement in any of the countries overseas. I think that view has been more or less borne out by the speeches we have heard in the last two days. Consequently I had to report to the Assembly that in my opinion there was no opening at that time, with or without the help of the High Commissioner, for the private organisations to do anything effective in that direction. I came to this conclusion with considerable regret, after consultation with the High Commissioners of the British Dominions and the representatives of the more promising foreign countries.


I think I may say that I was met with universal courtesy and encouragement, but in practically every case the same real answer was given. That was to the effect that in the present conditions of labour markets in the countries of the world, any large-scale scheme of migration could only arouse hostility, and that secondly, there was in no one of those countries any anti-Jewish feeling, but that such hostility might easily be aroused if the Government were to introduce solid blocks of foreign immigrants who would, almost necessarily, build up an alien element inside the State concerned.(17)
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The Nansen Office


The Nansen Office was the most prominent of all the refugee relief organisations at that time. Its founder, Dr Fridtjof Nansen, had been responsible for the repatriation of some half million prisoners-of-war after the 1914-18 conflict, and out of this work had grown the Nansen Office which was soon involved in a wide scope of relief for refugees from many countries: Russians, Assyrians, Chaldeans and Armenians.(18)


Fridtjof Nansen was one of Norway’s national heroes. Tough and profoundly resilient, he was an explorer and an internationalist. Born at Frøen near Christiania in 1861, he was the leader of the first expedition to cross the Greenland ice-cap from the east in 1888. Five years later, in 1893, he and several other men attempted to drift across the polar basin in a ship named the Fran (translated as ‘Forward’, later preserved and set on permanent display near Oslo), which was locked in ice. They spent eighteen months on the vessel and when Nansen was convinced that the ship would continue its drift successfully, he and another man named Hjalmar Johansen travelled by skis and sledge across the ice to the position of 86 degrees 14 minutes, a point farther north than any previous explorers had reached. Riding the tide of public adulation, Nansen later entered politics and was instrumental in obtaining Norway’s independence from Sweden in 1905. He became Norway’s first minister to Great Britain and towards the end of the Great War was a strong advocate for the formation of a League of Nations. After the Treaty of Versailles and the formation of the League, Nansen, in 1920, was instructed by the League to arrange for the repatriation of some half million prisoners-of-war. However, the Russians did not recognise the League and would only deal with a private organisation headed by Nansen. Thus the Nansen Relief Organisation had been created. His task of repatriating approximately 500,000 former prisoners was successful. Using funds he raised himself after having his plea for funding to the League turned down, he later headed the organisation that was instrumental in bringing relief to famine-stricken Russia. He subsequently carried on similar work bringing relief to Greece and Armenia, and in 1922 was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. He died at his home in Oslo on 13 May, 1930.


The Office International Nansen pour les Refugies, under the auspices of the League of Nations, was subsequently opened and did valuable work with approximately seven thousand refugees from the Saar following the 1935 plebiscite that transferred the rich coalfields region from a League of Nations administration to German control. Fridtjof Nansen’s primary objective had always been to bring relief and to make that relief self-supporting. However, the Great Depression brought an end to such ideals. Governments generally were unable to fund employment opportunities or relief grants and the depression itself considerably reduced funding from private charitable institutions. Yet the relief work continued for some time. In 1938, as the problem of Jewish refugees from Germany and Austria was reaching its height, the Nansen Office itself was also awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. The office closed in December 1938, its director at the time, Michael Hansson, reporting that there were approximately 600,000 refugees still unsettled and in dire need of aid.(19)


It was generally believed at that time that the extension of the Nansen Office into a worldwide refugee organisation would have been an ideal move, especially so because of its already high profile and good reputation. It would also have been a way of increasing the somewhat tarnished prestige of the League of Nations. If the League could be associated with a nonsectarian refugee organisation it would be strengthened by public and political acceptance.


To enlarge the jurisdiction of the Nansen Office into a worldwide organisation would have required a unanimous vote from the League Council. However, this was unlikely as the Soviets were already opposing the Nansen Office because of its role in helping White Russians to emigrate from the Soviet states. The Romanian and Polish delegates would also have voted against the resolution because they did not wish to have the League of Nations interfering in their domestic affairs, and both countries were broadly — some would argue violently — anti-Semitic.(20)


In view of this it was generally believed that the Nansen Office could not win the required approval for expansion. Additionally, it seemed likely that Germany, which was not a part of the League, would fail to listen to any advances, advice or recommendations from an office of the League. The only solution seemed to be the formation of an entirely different office with sweeping powers to offer succour to refugees from a wide number of countries, specifically from Germany and Austria, but also taking into consideration, for example, the number of refugees who would want to leave Spain at the end of the Spanish Civil War.(21)


There was also considerable concern expressed that the concept of some kind of international organisation set up as a result of the proposed conference would be at odds with the organisations already in existence. As U.S. delegate to the League of Nations, Arthur Sweetser, stated to the U.S. Department of State in May 1938:


What I very much wish is that there were some full and free cooperation between the work here and the new movement set underway by the United States. At the present moment the League agencies have no information whatsoever officially before them regarding the American initiative [of setting up the Évian conference] and are consequently in an awkward position as to referring to it in any official way. They have, of course, picked up a certain amount of material from the press or from documents handed privately to this, that, or the other official, but they cannot use this formally and they have no idea whether it is complete. ...


If ever a problem seemed not only to justify but to necessitate the co-ordination of all possible agencies, it would appear to be this problem of refugees. It is a terribly ungrateful task at best, with an immense amount of human suffering running through it, and certainly requires every resource that can be opened to it. One of the first problems would seem to me, therefore, to work out a method of cooperation and coordination between the old but specialised agencies of the League and the new and universal proposal of the United States. To have these two great humanitarian efforts going along without even a speaking acquaintance seems to me unthinkable.(22)


On 27 May, 1938, James Grover McDonald, the chairman of President Roosevelt’s advisory committee in New York, forwarded a confidential document to the U.S. secretary of state. The document had been written by one of McDonald’s colleagues, Professor Norman Bentwich, at the League of Nations, and dealt primarily with the problems associated with Roosevelt’s proposed plan to facilitate refugee emigration.


Bentwich wrote:


As regards the American President’s proposal, the League and the governments are mystified. There has been as yet no communication at all about the [Évian] conference to the League, although the principal American member of the Secretariat who saw the President after the announcement was made, obtained an assurance that the League would be informed of the steps. Nor have the European governments or the American ministers in the capitals any knowledge of the proposal to be made. ...


It is also urged that the Organisation should submit as specific a plan as possible of the emigration and settlement which should be envisaged, and suggest a financial scheme for carrying it out. I was told by the American member of the Secretariat who saw Mr Roosevelt that in his view the liberal countries should deal with the problem of the refugees on large lines, and be prepared to receive substantial numbers.(23)




[image: ]





Plans, Designs and Problems


Another problem facing the democratic nations was the very strong possibility that many countries would be unwilling to open their doors to the Jews, fearing that if they did so the anti-Semitic governments would quickly unload their Jewish populations entirely onto the recipient countries. Clearly there had to be a careful dialogue between the recipient countries and the anti-Semitic countries designed to alleviate the suffering of the refugees as quickly as possible, to arrange for transport and settlement and to design methods whereby the immigrants could become useful and industrious citizens in their lands of adoption. Quite obviously the concept of moving hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions, of Jews from Europe to settle in distant countries was going to require a vast amount of money. And money was available, large amounts of cash and other valuables were owned by the very Jews who wished to emigrate, but these funds were subject to harsh exportation laws with extremely high punitive percentages being deducted prior to the financial transfers.


One plan publicly suggested at this time was that some of the massive funds then held by individual Jews in Germany and Austria be turned over to an international body committed to aid Jewish emigration, and that these funds be used to the good of all Jews wishing to flee from Nazi persecution. It was perceived that if this were done the donors of the money would receive at least the amount they would have received from the Nazis had they paid the punitive export fees, but they would be assured of emigration rights and would also be helping to assist others who were not so financially advantaged.(24) Such a plan depended entirely upon the willingness of the Nazis to release Jewish funds. However, the restrictions remained in force.


Many of the Jews hoping to emigrate from the Nazi-occupied territories wished to travel to Palestine, and during the years immediately following the introduction of Hitler’s anti-Semitic laws, between 1933 and 1937, some 40,000 Jews actually managed to emigrate there.(25) But the increase in Jewish numbers into Palestine coincided with mounting Arab hostility. In 1937 a British government royal commission decided that the concept of a Jewish homeland in Palestine and an Arab claim to self-government was impossible, and stated that the only workable solution could be the partition of Palestine. With this in mind the British government announced that the rate of Jewish immigration into Palestine was not to exceed 12,000 persons per annum. Clearly, in light of the mounting anti-Semitism in Nazi Germany where hundreds of thousands of Jews were desperately wanting to emigrate, this figure was cruelly low. Diplomatically and politically, however, the immigration restriction was seen by many countries as being a wise move.


Yet, as Arab tensions in the region were heightening into conflict and bloodshed, it was generally thought that Jews living in Palestine were faced with as much danger and open anti-Semitism as those still living in Germany.


The Palestine correspondent of the Daily Mail reported in October 1933 that twenty people had been killed during anti-Jewish disturbances, barbed wire had been placed around public buildings and strategic points, and the police had confiscated the weapons of all people entering the city. They had stopped and searched all vehicles and heavy detachments of troops were barring the approaches to the central square. A large group of anti-Jewish demonstrators had surged through the gates into the square and mounted police had charged them. When the police had fired volleys the massed Palestinians had fled. Many were crushed and trampled. An unexploded bomb was found after the retreat. At Haifa the police fired in the air to disperse the demonstrators. A crowd attacking the police station at Jerusalem was confronted by a baton charge, but when this proved substantially ineffective the police fired their weapons killing two people and wounding several others. One policeman was stabbed. There was similar rioting at Nablus where a crowd attacked the railway station. One person was shot.(26)


The Despatcher’s special Jerusalem correspondent described a chaotic scene with aircraft patrolling the skies while armoured cars patrolled the streets and Arab leaders flocked to Haifa. The military authorities were then making preparations for very serious riots and disturbances. In various towns rioting was spreading and the Jewish people were attempting to remain at home. Mobs were taking over the streets, shutters were being put up and large numbers of people were shouting, ‘Down with the government’.(27)


In Jerusalem, Palestinians began a general strike and stoned a police dispatch rider. Police were forced to fire in order to rescue him. Demonstrators attacked the railway and police stations at Haifa in an effort to release Palestinian prisoners. The police fired, killing one person and wounding twenty-five others. Several British nationals were injured, two of them were stabbed in the back.(28)


Even as the Évian conference was getting underway in July 1938, Jews and Arabs were shedding blood. On 9 July, 1938, The Times of London reported that fifty-three people had been killed during the previous two days — twenty-five of whom were Arabs — and one hundred and fifty people had been injured. There were two British Army divisions in Palestine at the time and two more battalions were en-route to help them keep the peace. Because of this intense friction, Great Britain was actively discouraging Jewish migration to Palestine.


The press reporting the fighting at that time claimed that this wave of outrages was simply a continuation of many months of lawlessness. In just a week ten Jewish people and twelve Arabs had been killed and fifty Jews and eighty Arabs wounded.


The reports outlined that most of the violence had been committed against isolated Jewish communities in the rugged country surrounding the Tiberias area, although most of the violence had been perpetrated by Arab ‘terrorists’; rather than by the general Arab population.


However, it now appeared clear that the Jews were beginning to arm themselves in whatever way they could and that some Jewish youths were forming, ‘wild gangs’ in order to retaliate or take ‘counter-terrorism’ action as it was termed. As a precautionary action the authorities were making a significant number of arrests, sometimes on a large scale, and these included the arrest of a Dr Wasthitz, the local Zionist revisionist leader. The police had also searched the offices of the Jewish Labour Federation. British police had now largely replaced Arab and Jewish constables who, it was said, could no longer be relied upon. The British warship, Emerald, was preparing to land Royal Marines while local Jewish leaders were considering ways in which to restore order while the Jewish National Council had been summoned to meet.


The press was pointing out that these riots were pitting two important communities against each other when they should be learning to live together in some kind of harmony. Violence by fanatical elements, it was claimed, was not the answer, but government force might be the only way to stop the ongoing murders.(29)


In her Foreign Affairs article published in April 1938, Dorothy Thompson castigated those who procrastinated and who made only token gestures towards mitigating the plight of the Jewish refugees. She stated that it was time responsible political parties stopped believing that the emigration of Jewish refugees into the various countries of asylum would create massive anti-Semitic unrest, and that as the problem was a political one it could only be solved politically. She called for an international organisation headed by ‘outstanding personalities’ with the help of all sympathetic governments to form and place pressure on the Germans to cease the persecution, and on other countries where the refugees might find asylum.(30)


Thompson’s suggestions in this article were not wasted on the U.S. Department of State. Thompson soon afterwards called a meeting of interested persons and organisations at her New York home and advised the State Department that she was anxious for a State Department representative to attend. The secretary of state, Cordell Hull, quickly agreed with her, and while pointing out that the State Department could not commit itself to adopting the many suggestions made by Thompson, he advised her that he was willing to send Mrs Ruth Shipley, chief of the Passport Division, from Washington to New York with instructions to attend the meeting.(31) At a meeting with the assistant secretary of state on 18 March, Ruth Shipley was instructed that she was, ‘...not to take a negative attitude with respect to consideration which was being given ... to problems arising through the increasing number of refugees from Austria and elsewhere. We should, on the contrary, endeavour to explore what positive attitude or action we might be able to take’.(32)


Shipley was seen as being the ideal person to attend the meeting because of her wide background and knowledge of passport and visa practices and also because of her knowledge of the government’s general policies regarding immigration.(33)


Immigration into the United States of America was regulated by the Immigration Act of 1 July, 1924, which established quotas of immigration amounting to two per cent of the total number of foreigners who were to be found in the country according to the census of 1890.


In 1927 the quota law was modified so as to limit the number of admissible immigrants to the maximum figure of 150,000 per annum. Instructions were issued to the American consuls abroad to refuse visas to any foreigners who would appear to them likely to become a public charge in the United States. This discretionary power could be exercised even if the foreigner in question formally answered all the requirements of the immigration laws and if his country’s quota had not been filled.(34) These instructions were still in force in 1938. All prospective immigrants were required to furnish affidavits of their relatives in the United States. The relatives had to furnish documentary evidence as to their capacities to support the immigrant if that ever became necessary. It rested entirely with the local American consuls to decide whether such evidence was sufficient. The applicants themselves were also expected to furnish evidence of their financial solvency; the amount of the sums varied according to each individual case, for example, the size of the applicant’s family and of that of his relatives in the United States, the degree of their relationship and their respective occupations.


Between 1926 and 1930, 61,998 Jewish people were allowed to enter the United States, in other words, an average of 12,400 per annum. Between 1931 and 1935 only 19,847 Jews entered the country which amounted to an average of less than 4000 per annum. Even during the years of depression the number of Jews having left the United States was never superior to sixteen per cent of all the Jewish immigrants admitted into the country.(35)


After 1936, however, as the tyranny of Hitler’s autocratic regime began to affect the Jewish communities in Europe, Jewish immigration into the United States continued to grow rapidly. Approximately nine thousand immigrants landed in 1936 and 15,288 in 1937.(36)


As a 1938 U.S. survey found:


The influence of the depression on the immigration in general manifests itself not only in the decrease of those who are admitted to ten per cent of the annual quota, but also by a strongly marked movement of massive repatriations. Thus during the years 1931/1935, for instance, the departures from the country have exceeded the number of entries for the first time in American history, amounting to 103,654 or to a yearly average of 20,731, while during the period 1926-1931 the surplus of immigration was of 1,120,617 or of 224,123 [sic] persons per annum. [the average for the years 1926-1931 inclusive, with the surplus of 1,120,617 would actually be 186,770 — author’s note]. (37)


Meanwhile, the U.S. Department of State was certainly aware of the difficulties then being experienced by Jewish people under Nazi domination in Vienna, a fact intimated by a highly confidential telegram from the U.S. Embassy in Vienna to the secretary of state, Cordell Hull. The sender, who stipulated that the telegram was of a sensitive nature and should be closely paraphrased before being communicated to anyone, wrote:


Private citizens may not cash dollar checks in excess of $400. Moreover, [it is] difficult for Jews to make financial transactions. In view of desperate situation of Jews who are being fed by three soup kitchens which are allowed to operate, I suggest I be permitted to receive charitable funds from American sources and discretely hand over mark [currency] proceeds. So far as I know this does not contravene any existing regulations.(38)


However, the next day a small note signed by a State Department officer read:


While we would wish to be helpful in this way as far as possible, it should not be lost sight of that the authorities in Vienna would know about the financial transactions and the use to which the proceeds were being put. Knowledge that this was taking place could conceivably arouse resentment in official quarters which might prejudice the protection work for American citizens and direct American interests which the Consulate General is called upon to perform.(39)


The following day Cordell Hull sent a confidential message in secret diplomatic code stating that he had no objection to relief funds being secretly given to Jews in need. Yet he warned that the operation could only take place providing that the existing protection work and operations of the embassy could proceed without being jeopardised.(40)
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Under mounting world concern the Évian conference was organised by American President Franklin D. Roosevelt who ordered his embassies abroad to place the proposal before their host countries’ foreign offices and state departments. Initial enquiries were directed to the governments of France, Great Britain, Belgium, the Netherlands, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Switzerland, Italy, and all the governments of the South American republics.(41)


The first indication received in Great Britain regarding Roosevelt’s plan arrived via an urgent telegram, dated 23 March, 1938, from the U.S. Department of State to the U.S. Embassy in London which stated:


Please call on the Minister of Foreign Affairs and inquire whether the British Government on its own behalf or on the behalf of the self-governing Dominions would be willing to cooperate with the Government of the United States in setting up a special committee composed of representatives of a number of governments for the purpose of facilitating the emigration from Austria and presumably from Germany of political refugees.
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U.S. President F.D. Roosevelt


–U.S. National Archives


Our idea is that whereas such representatives would be designated by the governments concerned, any financing of the emergency emigration referred to would be undertaken by private organisations within the respective countries. [Furthermore, it should be understood that no country would be expected or asked to receive a greater number of emigrants than is permitted by its existing legislation. — author’s italics].


As soon as enough replies have been received to warrant going ahead, the President contemplates appointing a representative who would proceed abroad without delay to meet with the rest of the committee. It is suggested, purely as a matter of convenience, that the first meeting be held in some Swiss city as being centrally located.


Please make it perfectly clear that in making this proposal the Government of the United States in no sense intends to discourage or interfere with such work as is already being done on the refugee problem by the Migration Bureau of the International Labour Office, or by any other existing agencies. It has been prompted to make the present proposal because of the urgency of the problem with which the world is faced, and the necessity of speedy, cooperative effort under governmental supervision, if widespread human suffering is to be averted.(42)


The first reply to these solicitations was received by telegram from Stockholm the following day, in which the secretary general of the Swedish Foreign Office advised the U.S. Department of State that the Swedish foreign minister would have to take the matter up with the Swedish cabinet.(43)


The first positive confirmation seems to have come from the Dominican Republic on the same day. The U.S. Embassy at Santo Domingo advised the U.S. Department of State that the Dominican government’s representative at the conference would be its minister in London.(44)


France and Belgium also quickly replied that although no definite decisions had been made it seemed likely that those decisions would soon be forthcoming and that they would be favourable to the concept of a conference. However, the Italians were diplomatically cautious over committing themselves to any actions that might have been construed as being anti-German. On 24 March, 1938, the U.S. ambassador in Rome, William Phillips, sent the following message to the U.S. Department of State:


In compliance with the department’s circular instruction of March 23, 1 p.m., I called today upon Count [Galeazzo] Ciano [Italian foreign minister and son-in-law of Mussolini, later (11 January, 1944), executed by the fascists — author’s note] to ascertain the attitude of the Italian Government towards the proposed establishment of a committee to facilitate emigration of political refugees from Austria and Germany. While promising to take the matter up with Mussolini, Ciano nevertheless expressed the opinion very definitely that Italy could not be represented on any such body, and pointed out that in view of the similarity of the two regimes, political refugees from Germany would be hostile to the Fascist state as well.


Although he recognised the humanitarian character of the proposal he said that it represented political considerations to Italy, that Italy could not participate in any move to care for the enemies of Fascism or Nazism, and that Italy must therefore refuse both on account of its close association with Germany and in view of its own position and form of government.(45)
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Benito Mussolini


Italian Duce, refused to participate in the Évian conference.


–U.S. National Archives


Yet despite this somewhat frosty reply the Italians were themselves at least partially sympathetic to the plight of the Jews. Indeed, Mussolini seemed reluctant at first to persecute the Jewish people, even under pressure from Germany to do so. It was not until Italy had capitulated and the Germans had taken control of northern Italy that widespread persecution of the Jewish people really began, and some nine thousand were killed. However, in April 1938 the Rome correspondent of the Jewish Telegraphic Agency informed the U.S. Embassy that there had existed for some time in Milan a private committee that worked to render assistance to political refugees from Germany. The Rome ambassador, William Phillips, asked for further details from the U.S. consul general in Milan who later replied that the Comitato Assistenza Ebrei Profughi, which was based in Milan, had been founded in 1933 by Jewish communities in Italy for the express purpose of assisting political refugees from Germany. Relief funds were gathered from Italian Jews and in 1937 approximately four hundred German Jews were given aid and about two hundred thousand lire had been spent. The principal work of the refugee committee lay in aiding the refugees to find work and to assist the refugees to emigrate to other countries and to join relatives abroad. They also helped with the acquisition of documents and visas. The committee worked closely with H.I.C.E.M., (HIAS-JCA-emigration association) a Jewish emigration institute in Paris that also assisted Jewish emigrants.(46)


The Rome ambassador, William Phillips, also advised the U.S. Department of State that the Italians had allowed a Jewish news reporter employed in Austria by the United Press to obtain a transit visa for Italy on ‘...somewhat irregular travel documents’. The ambassador advised that the Italians, ‘...showed considerable sympathy and cooperation and asserted that such a visa would be granted upon application to the appropriate authorities in Vienna’.(47)


However, in August 1938 the press was generally reporting that fascist unions in Italy were stating that law-abiding Jews would be permitted to live freely in Italy, adding that they would not be treated as enemies but would be prevented from participating in state affairs. Yet Jewish professors, medical men, lawyers, financiers and any Jews who were members of the Fascist Party would be, ‘cut down greatly’. Jews would also be barred from the armed services.(48)


Whatever sympathetic attitudes may have existed beforehand, they were not to last. In 1938, Mussolini’s cabinet passed a decree which stated that all Jews who had arrived in Italy after 1919 would be expelled.(49) The press reported:


Jews are panic-stricken. It is estimated that 10,000 are affected including children, many of whom have resided in Italy for twenty years. Many have married Italian Jewesses and Gentiles, many of whom had migrated from Austria and Germany during the period 1931-38. Several hundred Polish-Jews who have studied at universities and remained to practise are also affected. Indians generally welcome the decree, especially doctors, dentists and lawyers. They are relieved to find that some of their most successful rivals will disappear within six months. Where they go will not preoccupy those who will gain the advantage of reduced competition. Tradesmen also expect a revival of business, especially those engaged in the manufacture of women’s clothing in which trade the competition of Austrian Jewesses was marked. Signore [Virginio] Gayda, writing in the Giornale d’Italia characterises foreign Jews as ‘racial and political exiles unworthy as economic rivals’. He adds: ‘The expulsion restores Italy’s racial purity and freedom from foreign influence.’ ...


Lord Strabolgi said: ‘This is a miserable attempt by Signore Mussolini to curry favour with Herr Hitler, of whom he is mortally afraid.’(50)
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South Africa


Soon afterwards the U.S. Department of State instructed its embassy at Cape Town to ascertain the feelings of the South African government towards the proposed conference.(51) Yet it was never very hopeful that the Union would be particularly generous when it came to accepting Jewish refugees.


Immigration to the Union of South Africa was strictly regulated by the Immigrants Selection Board set up by the Aliens Act of 1937. The Board was allowed to authorise the issue of permits to enter the Union for the purpose of permanent residence to any alien who was, in its opinion, a desirable immigrant. The granting or withholding of such authority was entirely at the discretion of the board, provided that the applicants were carefully screened for good character and also for the likelihood of assimilation with the European inhabitants of the Union.(52)


Openings for Jewish immigrants to South Africa were severely restricted, although there had been an increase during the years 1933 to 1938. The U.S. State Department’s confidential report on the Union in 1938 claimed that from 1 February to 31 December, 1937, 2282 applications had been received on behalf of intending Jewish immigrants. Of these, 1654 had been refused and 628 admitted. Of the latter, 167 were wives with 225 children who were joining their husbands, 94 were aged parents. In effect, the number of Jewish people being admitted into the Union was negligible.(53)


Lord Marley, (Dudley Leigh Aman, D.S.C.) deputy speaker of the House of Lords in London, later visited South Africa to appeal to the public for practical help regarding the Jewish refugee problem. He planned to deliver a comprehensive speech on the national radio broadcasting system controlled by the South African Broadcasting Corporation. However, the corporation banned his broadcast claiming that it was not allowed to broadcast appeals for financial assistance and that it would be a violation of a clause in the corporation’s licence which read: ‘The corporation shall not broadcast, or permit to be broadcast, any news matter or information ... likely to create public unrest or civil commotion’. This did not, however, prevent the newspaper Cape Argus from printing a comprehensive report of Lord Marley’s speech.(54)


Marley served as deputy speaker in the House of Lords from 1930 to 1941. He was chairman of the Parliamentary Advisory Committee for the aid of the Jews in eastern Siberia and wrote a book: The Brown Book of the Hitler Terror and the Burning of the Reichstag, a publication that described the conditions under which the Jews were living which did great work to raise public awareness in the U.S. about the plight of German Jews.(55)


Soon afterwards an anti-Semitic immigration bill was laid before the South African parliament by Nationalist Party member Eric Louw. The bill demanded the expulsion of all Jews who had entered the Union within the previous nine years. This was a clear indication of the degree of anti-Semitism that had been incorporated into the Nationalist Party.(56)


Louw’s proposed bill called for the deletion of Yiddish from the list of European languages — and this at a time when knowledge of a European language was a prerequisite for permanent residency in the Union. He also called for a decree stating that no person of Jewish parentage would be ‘assimilable’ in South Africa, and, as ‘assimilability’ was also a prerequisite of admission, this would have precluded all Jewish immigration.(57)
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Chapter 2


Responses and Reactions


Publication of Intention and Public Response


On 24 March, 1938, the U.S. Department of State released a press statement outlining its actions with regard to the proposed conference:


This Government has become so impressed with the urgency of the problem of political refugees that it has inquired of a number of Governments in Europe and in this hemisphere whether they would be willing to cooperate in setting up a special committee for the purpose of facilitating the emigration from Austria, and presumably from Germany, of political refugees.(1)


The press release went on to explain the terms of the proposed meeting, as detailed to the invited countries, specifically pointing out that no country would be expected to change its existing immigration laws.


Yet, following widespread publicity in the world press, Roosevelt’s scheme was attracting its share of critics, one of whom was the candidate for the democratic nomination for United States senator from Illinois, who, on 25 March, 1938, sent a scathing letter to the secretary of state, Cordell Hull. The nominee believed that the segregation of Jews and other ‘undesirables’ was justified, and that the U.S. should follow Hitler’s example. He wrote:


I want to protest vigorously against your action as reported in the press which is calculated to flood our country with racial refugees from Austria and elsewhere. We already have far too many of these racial elements, and those already here have gained far more than their just share of power over American finance, industry, radio, the press, and the government itself. They have far too much power in the State Department. What we need is to take our nation away from these elements which have seized it and give it back to the American people. That is what Hitler did in Germany. If you, as a representative of the American people, were to do your duty by the people and the nation, you would emulate the example of the German Chancellor in this respect, and restore your country to the American people. This question is fast becoming a burning issue in our country.(2)
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Cordell Hull


U.S. secretary of state at the time of the Évian conference.


–U.S. National Archives


The U.S. assistant secretary, George Messersmith, was somewhat more diplomatic when he replied to this letter on 4 April, pointing out that it had been clearly stated in the press releases that no country would be expected to receive a greater number of immigrants than was permitted under its existing legislation.(3)


Shortly afterwards Albert Einstein and a number of other influential people wrote to the secretary of state, Cordell Hull, ‘...expressing their gratitude ... for your general initiative on behalf of the victims of the Nazi oppression in Austria and Germany’.(4)


Hull responded by writing to Einstein, stating that he hoped the action of the U.S. would aid in ameliorating the plight of the, ‘unfortunate people’.(5)


Senator Martin Dies (who was later to head congressional inquiries into communism and espionage in the United States), pointed out to the State Department on 26 March, 1938, that in his opinion the countries that eventually did agree to take in numbers of Jews from Austria and Germany would not change their existing laws so that the immigrants could obtain work before natives of those countries. Dies added:


...in view of the strong feeling that exists in their respective countries that it is the duty of a nation to look after its own citizens first, and that charity should begin at home ... no matter how deeply we sympathise with the plight of persecuted peoples, we cannot and we must not forget that our first duty is to our own people and that we have in our midst 12 or 15 million unemployed who are being supported by the overburdened tax payers of America. The admission of immigrants must result in one or two things: Either they will take jobs that Americans are now holding or the tax payers of America will be compelled to support them.(6)


Dies went on to point out that under the immigration laws of the United States the consuls did not have the right to permit any alien to enter the United States who was likely to become a public charge. He said that there were already millions of aliens in the U.S. who were being supported by the taxpayers and that others were taking work which Americans could have been doing. He added: ‘If it had not been for the millions of aliens that we have admitted during the past few decades it is extremely doubtful if we would have any serious unemployment.’


Dies stated that several years previously he had formulated a method of relieving the plight of the persecuted peoples of Europe. He had outlined his concept in a bill which was to provide for the colonisation of unemployed and persecuted aliens in Paraguay. He had assembled considerable information to show that Paraguay had vast tracts of unoccupied lands and that the country was, ‘...anxious to welcome colonists to settle on this land’. Dies had been in touch with representatives of ‘Paraguayan interests’ who had, apparently, advised him that millions of acres of land were available to colonists. He called for the formation of an organisation to investigate the proposal and to consult with the Paraguayan government, although he admitted that it had been several years since he had consulted with the Paraguayan authorities and that the situation may have changed.(7)


In fact the interior situation in Paraguay was then so uncertain and changes of the government so frequent that it was difficult to judge whether migrants would or would not be accepted. However, from time to time the Paraguayan government declared itself willing to authorise the immigration into the country of ‘elements useful to its economy,’ but the Committee of Asuncion — a committee that aided immigrants — warned the U.S. Department of State in 1938 that despite all the declarations of the government in their attempts at appeasement it was not advisable to send emigrants into Paraguay.(8)


A highly classified U.S. government report stated:


Paraguay offers but very limited possibilities for Jewish immigration. Its city population does not exceed 100,000 people and the total population of the country is under one million. It should be noted, however, that regions with tolerably good climate and fertile arable land do exist. The Government seems to be disposed to welcome Jewish colonisation but only if it has powerful financial backing of the Jewish organisations.(9)


Meanwhile, in the United States, there were supporters of the proposed immigration, even if only in a modest way. For example, on 28 March a director of the Calvert Publicity Company in Baltimore sent a telegram to Cordell Hull stating that the idea of Jewish immigration was ‘splendid’ and that the company would guarantee employment for one Jewish girl.(10)


But international tensions over the continued events in Austria and Germany were causing considerable public comment, especially in the U.S. press, and while the tone of these reports was sometimes anti-Semitic, most were genuinely concerned with both the plight of the Jewish people and also with the moral obligation to care as a matter of priority firstly for the citizens of the U.S. In March 1938 the Toronto Globe and Mail, an independent publication, accurately reported, ‘...it is a problem that goes far beyond what any nation might do out of decency. ... Admittance is one thing, assimilation is another. ... The United States has asked for a conference among European nations to deal with the forced emigration from Austria. The suspicion arises that the intention of Uncle Sam is to turn the tide anywhere else but toward his own shores’.(11)


During this time the German press was remaining remarkably silent over the issue, although this was later discovered to be because the Reich government had delayed in dictating the editorial tone to be adopted. However, on 27 March, Angrieff, the publication controlled by the German minister for propaganda, Josef Goebbels, issued its first editorial, an editorial which reads, in translation, suspiciously like a German government press release:


The mixture to which America opens its gates is interesting. What is now, however, to be administered to America’s blood circulation by way of foreign forces all bears a common poison, the Moscow poison. In America therefore there will be severe internal disturbances until the sound strength of the Anglo-Saxon people has destroyed or absorbed the migrant injection.(12)


Apart from these few vituperative words in the Angrieff, there seems to have been little or no other press comments regarding the U.S. refugee plan, although on 25 March, 1938, Hitler himself had stated during a speech at Koenigsberg:


We will deal with those incorrigible opponents [the Jews] through the normal methods of our state. … I can only hope and expect that the other world which has felt such deep sympathy for these criminals will be generous enough to transform this pity into practical aid. As far as I am concerned we are ready to place our luxury ships at the disposal of these countries for the transportation of these criminals.(13)




[image: ]





International Response


For some countries, such as the U.S.S.R., there was evidently no need even to consider sending an invitation to the conference. It was well established that the U.S.S.R. like Germany, was a profoundly anti-Semitic state. A later communication to the U.S. Department of State reported that, ‘...the Soviet government refuses participation in [the] solution of the refugee problem and avoids all reference to the admission of Jewish refugees to the Soviet Union’.(14)


Another country which did not receive an invitation to Évian was Trinidad, although Trinidad was, to begin with, one of the very few countries in the world to have a reasonably liberal attitude towards the refugee problem. According to confidential State Department documents it was widely known in central Europe that Trinidad was actually accepting refugees — providing they could meet modest immigration requirements, although the highly respected Trinidad Guardian, the country’s leading newspaper, later stated that because Trinidad did not suffer from under-population, ‘...clearly it is impossible for us to offer aid’.(15)


The Trinidadian government’s liberal policies did not remain in effect for very long. As pressures mounted an order was issued prohibiting the immigration of refugees who had emigrated during the previous two years, ‘from certain European countries’. The order was to become effective on 15 January, 1939, and no exceptions were to be made other than those immigrants who had been issued with visas and were already at sea on their way to Trinidad.(16) A Trinidad government Order-in-Council dated 10 January, 1939, tightened these restrictions even more and completely banned all further entry with no exceptions.(17)
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Three days after Hitler’s speech, on 28 March, 1938, the French agreed to the formation of what would become known as the intergovernmental committee, adding in their note of agreement to the U.S. Department of State that the French government was entirely in accord with the fundamental concern expressed by the U.S. government over the refugee problem.(18)


Almost simultaneously the Uruguayan government forwarded a message to the U.S. Embassy in Montevideo also stating its willingness to respond to the U.S. call, but adding, with some considerable caution, that while refugees were welcome in Uruguay, none would be admitted if they suffered from, ‘...physical, mental or moral defects which might be harmful to society’.(19)


Uruguay was one of the many countries that enacted additional legislation prior to the Évian conference. The new legislation of 23 November, 1937, reduced the immigration quota to its minimum. Llamadas (landing permits) were admitted in only exceptional cases and then only when the case involved parents bringing their minor children, or offspring bringing their parents, or of husbands bringing their wives. However, the appellants had to be established in the country for a minimum of three years. Intending immigrants who had no relatives in Uruguay had to conform to three stipulations. Firstly they had to be bearers of political clearance certificates which declared that they were not political subversives. Secondly they had to own at least 600 pesos (£65), and they had to arrive in the country aboard a ship as first class passengers.(20)
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