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Empty Sympathies

The Hotel Royal was one of the grandest in Europe. It had been built in 1909 for King Edward VII – hence the royal title – but it had never hosted its would-be patron, who died the following year. With its elegant balconied façade, manicured lawns and parkland giving commanding views across Lake Geneva towards Lausanne, it dominated the resort town of Évian-les-Bains and was an established address for Europe’s wealthy elite.

In the hot, troubled summer of 1938, however, it was not the concerns of the rich that dominated the thoughts of the guests at Évian but the fate of some of the least fortunate: Europe’s growing numbers of refugees, specifically the Jews of Germany, who were beginning to feel the full force of Nazi persecution. The spike in the numbers of Jews fleeing Hitler’s Third Reich, which had followed the Anschluss with Austria earlier that year, had finally forced the outside world to take notice of their plight. Germany’s Jews had been technically stateless since the promulgation of the Nuremberg Laws of September 1935, which had rendered them merely as ‘subjects’ of the German state, with no citizenship rights. By 1938, around half of the German Jewish population had already fled – mainly to France, Holland and Palestine – but when, following the annexation of Austria, an additional 200,000 Jews fell under Nazi rule, US president Franklin D. Roosevelt called a conference to discuss how the international community should respond to the crisis.

Gathered at Évian were representatives of some thirty-two nations, primarily from Europe and the Americas – including the US, Britain and France, as well as Mexico and Argentina – and observers from more than twenty voluntary organisations and international bodies, such as the World Jewish Congress and the League of Nations. They were bureaucrats, diplomats and ministers, sent to discuss one of the most pressing issues of the day. Yet they can scarcely have imagined how many individual fates would ultimately hinge upon their deliberations.

There were a few notable absentees. Germany itself had not been invited: its absence was considered preferable, as the US Secretary of State Cordell Hull put it, to having ‘to negotiate with a felon’.1 Fascist Italy declined to attend, as did the Soviet Union, which did not see such ‘capitalist squabbling’ as its responsibility.2 Other absentees included Poland and Romania, both of which already had large Jewish populations, and blemished reputations in their treatment of them, and so were considered unlikely to collaborate in easing the problem.

Given the illustrious roll call of participants, one might have imagined that the conference was well placed to seriously address the issue that had provoked its calling. Yet there was a basic problem. For all the pious concern on display, none of the participant nations actually wanted to open their doors to Jewish refugees from Hitler’s Germany. They were content to express sympathy for the plight of German Jews, and to discuss what others should perhaps do to help, but they were fundamentally unwilling to do anything themselves.

The lead in this approach had been given by Roosevelt. The US president’s invitation to would-be participants had reassured them that no country would be expected to change its existing immigration regulations and no concrete action on behalf of the refugees was being proposed. Rather, the conference was foreseen merely as the start of a dialogue. Opening proceedings, at 4 p.m. on 6 July, the American representative – Myron Taylor, a bluff New York industrialist and friend of the president – set the tone for much that was to follow. He referred earnestly to the ongoing ‘migration problem’, which, he acknowledged, was ‘increasing daily’, exacerbated by the international economic slump. Yet he refrained from either mentioning the Jews specifically, or explaining why so many of them were so desperate to leave Germany. It was as if a general crisis of migration was afflicting Hitler’s Third Reich, and its cause could not be fathomed. Taylor then admitted that there was not much that could be done. ‘We must admit frankly’, he said, ‘that this problem of political refugees is so vast and so complex’ that all that was realistically possible for the meeting was to set in motion the long-term processes that might lead to its eventual amelioration. He closed by proudly announcing that the quota of German refugees that the US would accept for that year would be 27,370. The inattentive delegates present might have imagined that that figure represented an increase over previous years. In truth, it was simply an amalgamation of the existing German and Austrian quotas.3

The American stance would have delighted the other delegates. If the US, which had called the conference, could retreat behind empty platitudes and mendacity, so could they. Thus relieved of the requirement to actually do anything more than talk, the delegates lined up, the following day, to praise Roosevelt’s humanitarian vision, to express their profoundest sympathies for the dreadful plight of the refugees, and to explain why their own specific circumstances made it impossible for them to allow any increase in Jewish immigration. Belgium, for instance, regretted that it already had a large number of refugees on its territory: the Netherlands, too, stated that it could admit refugees only in ‘exceptional cases’. Sweden’s representative, meanwhile, expressed his regrets that his homeland was ‘not a country of immigration’ and declared hopefully that, ‘if tangible and effective results are to be obtained’, then ‘emigration must be so arranged that it is directed to countries outside Europe’.4

This did not go down well among the representatives of those non-European countries present, all of which had excuses of their own for restricting Jewish immigration. The Ecuadorian emissary protested that his was above all ‘an agricultural country’, which had little use for urbanised labourers and intellectuals. The Peruvian and Uruguayan delegates agreed, suggesting that they would prefer to take in agricultural labourers who could more easily be ‘assimilated into the … farming and stock-breeding communities’.5 The Colombian representative echoed those desires and sought to place the onus of responsibility back on the European nations: ‘It is not enough to assert that France, the United Kingdom and the Netherlands have … already reached saturation point’, he argued, when their colonial possessions offered so much more potential. ‘Messieurs les francais, Messieurs les anglais, Messieurs les hollandaise, it is for you to act first’, he declared.6

Some representatives were rather more blunt. The Australian delegate, trade minister Sir Thomas White, stated unequivocally that non-British immigration was less desirable for Australia. The country had ‘no real racial problems’, he explained, and was ‘not desirous’ of importing them. The Swiss representative, meanwhile, Dr Heinrich Rothmund, head of police at the Swiss Justice Department, made it clear that, despite Switzerland’s comparative generosity in accepting Jewish immigration in previous years, Swiss resources were ‘not unlimited’, and so the country would now be closing its doors. Switzerland, Rothmund went on, would henceforth act solely as a ‘country of transit’, providing only temporary residence to those actively preparing to depart to a permanent place of refuge. As a result, he said, it would be imposing ‘very stringent control’ over further Jewish immigration.7

Amid the chorus of negativity at Évian, only one country offered what appeared to be an optimistic message. The Dominican Republic, represented by Virgilio Trujillo Molina – the brother of the nation’s violent and corrupt dictator, Rafael Trujillo – made what posterity has often viewed as a startling offer, stating that his country, with its ‘large areas of fertile, well-irrigated land’, would provide ‘specially advantageous concessions to Austrian and German exiles’.8 But all was not as it seemed. Trujillo’s ‘offer’ was so hedged with conditions about applicants being of unimpeachable character and meeting certain legal stipulations, that only a handful of immigrants would ever be admitted. It was essentially a publicity stunt; an attempt to garner some positive headlines after the so-called ‘Parsley Massacre’ of the previous year, in which some 20,000 Haitians had been brutally killed by Dominican security forces.

After the delegates had all had their say, and the various sub-committees had met, discussed and deliberated, the conference was brought to an end with a final plenary meeting on Friday, 15 July. As chairman, Myron Taylor was the first to speak, praising the ‘spirit of cooperation’ that he had perceived and urging that the work of the newly established Intergovernmental Committee on Refugees should continue ‘without interruption’ so that the hopes of the desperate should not be dashed.9 According to British government records, Taylor had wanted to include a condemnation of Germany in his closing address, but he had been dissuaded from doing so by the British delegation, under instructions from the Foreign Secretary, Viscount Halifax.10 Clearly, it would not do to criticise the Germans directly.

Taylor was followed by Lord Winterton, the British representative, who, after expressing his satisfaction with the ‘very encouraging outcome’ of the meeting, surprised everyone by breaking his own instruction not to mention Palestine. For many of those present, especially those representing Zionist interest groups, Palestine appeared to be a natural solution to the problem under discussion, but Winterton had failed to mention the territory – under British mandate control – in his earlier statement, under explicit instructions from the Foreign Office.11 However, in his closing comments, he relented, acknowledging that ‘some quarters’ believed that the issue of Jewish emigration ‘could be solved if only the gates of Palestine were thrown open to Jewish immigrants without restriction’. It was a suggestion, he said, that was ‘wholly untenable’, owing to the small size of the territory, and the ‘prevailing conditions’ there – a euphemism for the Arab presence – which made large-scale Jewish immigration problematic.12

By way of compensation, Winterton announced an alternative possibility. The British colony of Kenya, he said, was under ‘active consideration’ for the ‘small-scale settlement of Jewish refugees’. What precise form that plan might take he was not yet in a position to say, but he stressed that any process of settlement must be a gradual one. There was to be ‘no question’, he stressed, of mass immigration. With that, he closed, praising the ‘harmonious conclusion’ of proceedings.13

For those present at Évian, the conference appeared to have been broadly satisfactory. The problem of Jewish emigration had been aired and discussed, and a framework had been established to monitor it in the future. The delegates were satisfied: they had played golf, gambled in the casinos and enjoyed a gala supper of sole meunière.14 Crucially, no country had been forced to act against its will and the clamour of voices demanding that something must be done had been temporarily stilled. Moreover, with the establishment of the Intergovernmental Committee on Refugees, a mechanism for the eventual alleviation of the suffering of German Jewry had been set up. Little wonder, perhaps, that Lord Winterton would laud the conference’s anodyne resolutions as ‘a very encouraging outcome’.15

Yet, for any Jews present at Évian, or reading about proceedings in the newspapers, it must have seemed like so much hot air. Though the representatives at the conference had wrung their hands and expressed their sympathies, they had done little more than make excuses and squabble about who should make the most effort to accommodate Jewish refugees. It was all thoroughly unedifying. According to Golda Meir, the later prime minister of Israel, who was present at Évian as an ‘observer from Palestine’, the conference achieved nothing except words. She watched proceedings with ‘a mixture of sorrow, rage, frustration and horror’, and wanted to scream at the delegates, to remind them that the ‘numbers’ and ‘quotas’ that they referred to were human beings.16

The world’s press broadly agreed with that negative assessment. Time magazine regretted that though ‘all nations present expressed sympathy’ for the Jews, ‘few offered to allow them within their borders’. William Shirer, the American CBS correspondent in Berlin, concurred, expressing his doubt that ‘much will be done’ and lamenting that the British, French and Americans were seemingly unwilling to offend Hitler. ‘It’s an absurd situation’, he noted in his diary. ‘They want to appease the man who is responsible for their problem.’17

German newspapers, in contrast, had a field day, pointing out the hypocrisy of the democracies in criticising German actions against people whom they were themselves unwilling to aid. The Nazi Party newspaper, the Völkischer Beobachter, carried the headline ‘No One Wants to Have Them’, and the Danziger Vorposten even suggested that the conference at Évian had justified German policies against the Jews. Later that year, at the annual Nuremberg rally, Hitler lambasted the democratic world’s failure to help the Jews: ‘No help’, he mocked, ‘just moralising.’18

*

It would be unfair, of course, to criticise the delegates at Évian too strongly. After all, they could not see the future, they could not have known what horrors history had in store for the unfortunates whose fates they had momentarily considered. Nonetheless, their empty sympathies did nothing to ease the situation, and it did not take long for what had become known as ‘the Jewish question’ to return to centre stage. The same month as the performative hand-wringing in Évian, the arrival of a new Nazi Gauleiter in Vienna, Josef Bürckel – who publicly declared that the former Austrian capital was ‘overfilled with Jews’19 – sparked a renewed panic. In response, some Austrian Jews stormed the British legation, begging for visas, but British officials, though sympathetic, were very limited in their options. Since the Anschluss in March, Britain had tightened its rules regarding the issuing of visas to refugees, imposing a new visa requirement on Germans and Austrians, and banning the issuing of temporary visas. Appeals to the Dominions were also largely fruitless. The Colonial Office in London was just as dismissive of the idea of Jewish emigration to Australia or India as the representatives at Évian had been, citing ‘climatic conditions’, hostile native populations or meagre employment prospects. Palestine, too, was out of the question. As one British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) agent would later recall: ‘There were very few chances of giving anybody a visa for Palestine in those days. It was all about trying to keep the numbers down.’20

In response, some British officials in Vienna – led by the passport control officer (and SIS agent) Thomas Kendrick – decided to bend the rules. Embarking on a humanitarian mission, Kendrick employed a number of tricks to get the desperate out of Vienna; from simply issuing visas to those who did not meet the criteria, to providing false baptismal certificates and even smuggling people out of the country in his diplomatic car. Among those whom Kendrick saved was a young George Weidenfeld, who would go on to found the Weidenfeld & Nicolson publishing house, as well as two brothers, Georg and Johann Schwarz, who, once in Britain, would change their surnames to ‘Kendrick’ in recognition of their saviour.21 It was estimated that Kendrick and his staff issued as many as 200 identity documents per day that summer.22

Nonetheless, few would be so fortunate as to find an easy way out. One contemporary recalled Austrian Jews being illegally dumped over the frontier, or living in small boats on the Danube, drifting from port to port, desperate to avoid official scrutiny.23 Meanwhile, the fate of the German steamship Ariadne demonstrated that, if anything, international attitudes towards Jewish refugees had already hardened. That summer, Finnish authorities put a temporary stop on visa applications, after it was discovered that the Finnish Embassy in Vienna had been issuing visas to Austrian Jews without due process. When, on 17 August, the Ariadne reached Helsinki, with some fifty-three Austrian Jews on board, they were refused permission to disembark, despite some of them having the necessary paperwork for an onward passage to the US. No exceptions were granted. A pregnant passenger was permitted to disembark in order to give birth in a Helsinki hospital, but she and her newborn child were returned to the ship as soon as was possible. When the Ariadne was then ordered to return to Germany, three of the passengers threw themselves overboard and were drowned.24

The Swiss, too, were closing their doors, as Heinrich Rothmund had announced at Évian. That same summer, in talks with the German legation in Bern, Rothmund declared that Switzerland had ‘as little use for these Jews as has Germany’, and warned that his government would soon take measures to avoid being ‘swamped’ by fleeing Austrian Jews.25 It is thought that Rothmund was one of the drivers behind the German decision – in October 1938 – to invalidate the passports of German Jews, requiring that they be reissued with a red J stamped across the identity page, and with the addition of the name ‘Sara’ for women, and ‘Israel’ for men.26 The cruel logic was that this would make it easier to identify fugitive Jews at the frontiers. Rothmund had thereby made it significantly harder for German Jewry to escape Hitler’s Reich.27 Little wonder, perhaps, that he would earn himself a reputation as an anti-Semite.

Other countries followed suit. That same autumn, the Polish Ministry of the Interior – presumably anticipating an influx of the estimated 70,000 Polish Jews then living in Germany – decreed that, henceforth, restrictions would be placed on the automatic right of return of Polish citizens living abroad. In response, a few days before the decree was to come into effect, the German police launched a long-prepared operation to deport Polish Jews, some 12,000 of whom were systematically arrested all over Germany, taken to collection centres, and then transported in sealed trains to the Polish frontier. Reluctant to allow them to enter, the Polish border authorities directed them to an unused barracks at Zbąszyń, where they would linger in a legal no-man’s land, until their fate was decided.28 One Red Cross nurse recalled thousands of refugees living in desperate circumstances: ‘crowded together in pigsties … the old, the sick and children herded together in the most inhuman conditions’. Some, she said, even tried to escape back into Germany.29

One of the families thus affected was that of 17-year-old Herschel Grynszpan, who was living illegally in Paris at the time, but heard news of his family’s tribulations via a postcard he received in early November. Frustrated and desperate, he tried in vain to send money, but was stymied by an intransigent uncle. He then decided to avenge himself on the cause of his distress. He bought a revolver and a box of bullets, went to the German Embassy on the Rue de Lille, and asked to see an official. Ushered into the office of legation secretary Ernst vom Rath, he pulled out the gun and – with a cry of Sale Boche! – opened fire, hitting Rath twice in the abdomen, fatally injuring him. He then sat down, and calmly waited to be apprehended. In his pocket was a postcard, addressed to his parents, in which he asked for forgiveness and declared that ‘the whole world’ should hear of their suffering.30

What the whole world heard, however, was Nazi outrage. In the two days that it took Rath to die from a ruptured pancreas, German propagandists ramped up the hyperbole. In this they were aided by the fact that Rath died on 9 November, the most darkly symbolic day in German history; the anniversary of the collapse of the German Empire in 1918, and of Hitler’s failed ‘Beer Hall Putsch’ of 1923, when fifteen Nazi putschists (and an unfortunate waiter) were gunned down by the Bavarian police. Consequently, it was easy for propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels to depict Rath as yet another Nazi martyr, a victim of Jewish perfidy. His diary entry on the subject dripped with cynicism: ‘In the afternoon the death of the German diplomat Rath is announced. That’s good.’31 Rath’s death would be exploited to whip up a popular fury against the Jews and ramp up the anti-Semitic persecution. Within hours, a brutal pogrom was launched targeting German Jews, Jewish-owned businesses and synagogues, which, though intended to appear spontaneous, was minutely orchestrated by the SA and SS.

The result was the Reichskristallnacht – the Night of Broken Glass – an orgy of organised violence in which Jewish shops were ransacked, synagogues were burned out, and, as one British report noted, ‘half-drunk mobs armed with crow bars and bricks began window-smashing … mishandling Jews and placarding shops with handbills’.32 Nearly 300 synagogues across Germany were destroyed, Jewish cemeteries and prayer houses were desecrated, and over 7,000 Jewish businesses were looted. In addition, some 30,000 Jewish men were arrested and sent to the concentration camps and at least ninety-one people were killed.33

In the months that followed, Jewish emigration from Germany soared, with as many as 100,000 Jews – a fifth of the pre-1933 total – seeking to leave the country. But the same difficulties and restrictions that were in evidence at Évian still applied and many of the emigrants struggled to find a country that would accept them. Some of them were assisted in their flight by the Chinese Consul General in Vienna, Ho Feng-Shan, who distributed visas for Shanghai to anyone who wanted one, despite the protests of his superiors. Though the validity of the documents was highly dubious – not only because Shanghai did not require visas, but also because it was then under Japanese occupation, so beyond the Consul General’s remit – they at least enabled would-be emigrants to provide a plausible end destination, thus easing their applications for exit and transit visas. Though many Austrian Jews exploited this ruse to escape beyond China to the US or the Philippines, some 15,000 would ultimately find refuge in Shanghai itself. Among the latter was Eric Goldstaub, a 17-year-old Viennese Jew who had been turned away from countless consulates in 1938 before finding his way to Ho Feng-Shan, who gave him twenty visas for him and his extended family.34

Most Austrian Jews sought out the traditional, legal routes, which meant lengthy applications and months of waiting, as part of the quotas permitted for entry into the US and elsewhere. Even then, however, there were difficulties. As one refugee recalled:


I needed permission to leave Austria. For this I had to provide evidence that I was a Jew, that I was a legal resident in Vienna and had no criminal record. I had to obtain proof that I did not owe any taxes and was not liable for military service. For each of these documents I had to queue at least three times at the competent authority, first to obtain the application form, then to submit it duly filled in and finally collecting the approved document – if it were ready. At each office, I was one of hundreds standing for hours in kilometre-long queues.35



For some, the bureaucratic procedures required were positively Kafkaesque. Twenty-three-year-old Eric Lucas left his home in Aachen soon after Kristallnacht, and came to Britain, where he tried to find a way to bring his parents to safety. In the spring of 1939, he was still scouring London’s embassies to find somewhere that was willing to give them a visa. As he recalled in his later memoir, it was a trying business. Lacking passports, his parents were unable to apply for foreign visas, yet the German authorities insisted that they could only apply for a passport if they already had a visa. Hope, Lucas wrote, slowly faded. He would never see his parents again.36

Understandably, some sought to game the system. In May 1939, the liner St. Louis set sail from Hamburg bound for Cuba, carrying nearly a thousand passengers, most of them German Jews. In their desperation to leave Hitler’s Germany, most of those aboard had taken US immigration quota numbers for 1940 or 1941, and intended to spend the intervening time in Cuba, for which purpose they had purchased landing permits from the Cuban Embassy in Berlin.37 Crossing the Atlantic, and enjoying the luxuries that the St. Louis had to offer, they were blissfully unaware that the Cuban government, fearful of a Jewish influx, had issued a new decree that effectively nullified their permits. Only when the St. Louis was prevented from docking in the harbour at Havana on the morning of 27 May did the grim reality of their predicament begin to dawn. The mood on board, one of the refugees recalled, ‘was one of desperation’.38

What followed was an ignoble squabble, in which the Cuban government stubbornly resisted efforts by the Americans and others to persuade them to do what they, themselves, would not countenance – let the refugees in. An appeal from the passengers to President Roosevelt directly, went unanswered. Argentina, Paraguay, Brazil, Colombia, Uruguay and Chile all refused to step in. The Canadians were no more accommodating: their Minister of Justice stated that he was ‘emphatically opposed’ to allowing any of the refugees entry.39 Even an offer by a Jewish aid agency to pay the Cuban government half a million dollars to allow the passengers to disembark was rejected.40

The St. Louis, meanwhile, steamed up and down the Florida coast, shadowed by US Coastguard vessels; her passengers within sight of the safety of the shoreline yet increasingly despairing that they would ever be permitted to set foot upon it. Finally, on 7 June, following an unequivocal refusal from the US State Department to allow the passengers to disembark, the St. Louis turned for home. In a deal brokered by the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, the vessel would dock at Antwerp and its unfortunate passengers would be shared between France, Holland, Belgium and the UK.41 Many of them would not survive the Holocaust.

*

It is easy to be critical of those who refused to assist Jewish refugees in the pre-war years. With the benefit of hindsight, their actions appear heartless and cruel, an expression of the same prejudicial impulses that had lain at the root of the crisis. It cannot be denied, for instance, that there was a degree of anti-Jewish sentiment behind those refusals; latent, perhaps, and certainly not of the virulent strain espoused by the Nazi regime, but anti-Semitism nonetheless. Jews were seen all too often as undesirable, potentially disruptive elements, ideally someone else’s problem.

It is certainly true that anti-Semitism was not just a German disease. In the maelstrom of its fraught post-1918 politics, and under the tutelage of the Nazis, Germany had undoubtedly plumbed new depths of the oldest prejudice, and had stoked it with murderous intent and a malevolent veneer of pseudoscience. But it is important to note that anti-Semitism was, in some form at least, almost universal. Historically, anti-Jewish prejudice was a constant, motivated variously and serially by religious doctrine, xenophobia, fear of economic competition and exclusive ideas of nationalism. From the late nineteenth century, the competing pressures of migration and growing national sentiment spurred a renewed spike, with anti-Semitism emerging not only as a constant feature of right-wing ideas, especially of the most radical sort, but also as a prejudice that enjoyed a degree of social respectability, especially among the elites.

Central Europe was grievously afflicted. Indeed, given that Poland and Hungary contained some of the largest per capita Jewish populations, it was perhaps inevitable that tensions there would be heightened. Both countries saw widespread popular anti-Semitism, which was legitimised by prominent nationalist politicians, such as Gyula Gömbös – Hungarian prime minister from 1932 to his death in 1936 – and Roman Dmowski – leader of the Polish National Democratic Party – who was a prominent advocate of Jewish emigration from Poland.42 Though neither country espoused the sort of exterminatory racism that would soon become state policy in Hitler’s Germany, both would practise sporadic official discrimination in the 1920s and 30s – most obviously in the form of a numerus clausus, which limited Jewish access to higher education.

Western societies were often little better. In France, the Dreyfus Case of the 1890s became a salient example of the seismic social and political effects that such tensions could generate. By the 1930s, the rise of Action Française, whose integral nationalism and anti-communism contained many overtly anti-Semitic sentiments, showed that those tensions were far from quelled. Indeed, in 1936, France’s Jewish socialist leader, Léon Blum, would be dragged from his car and almost beaten to death by members of an Action Française splinter group.

Britain, too, had seen popular anti-Semitism rise, alongside Jewish immigration, over the preceding decades, culminating in the emergence of Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists. For those who eschewed the overt thuggery of Mosley, there was the more genteel prejudice of the pro-German The Link, or the Right Club, which advocated an end to ‘Jewish control’ and numbered the Duke of Westminster and William Joyce – the later ‘Lord Haw-Haw’ – among its supporters. Neither was the United States immune to infection. There, the lynching in 1915 of a Jewish man, Leo Frank, who had been convicted of murder, was both an expression of and a spur to a growing anti-Semitic sentiment, which would find its voice not only through the revived Ku Klux Klan and the overtly pro-Nazi ‘German-American Bund’, but also via the more ‘polite’ prejudice of the restrictions placed on Jewish admissions to the country’s senior universities.

Yet there was more to the collective reluctance to help Jewish refugees than just anti-Semitism; economic and social concerns also played a part. Given that German emigration policy forbade departing Jews from taking any wealth they had with them, the vast majority of those who were able to leave would have had little to their names, making them much less attractive to their would-be hosts. Unsurprisingly, hard-headed realpolitik calculated that the expected burdens on sometimes fragile economies and societies made large-scale immigration of impoverished Jews undesirable.

In addition, there was a political imperative: a concern that aiding Jewish emigration from Germany could be perceived as assisting the Nazi regime in carrying out its nefarious plans. Up until 1938, Nazi policy had broadly been to ‘encourage’ Jewish emigration through harassment, marginalisation, petty persecution and policies aimed simply at denying Jews a livelihood. In this way, the Nazi regime expected, with some justification, that Germany’s Jewish population would leave of its own accord. In some instances, the link was made very explicit: when Jews were sent to the concentration camps in the aftermath of Kristallnacht, for instance, they were told that they would be released if they started emigration proceedings.43 In such circumstances, it is perhaps easy to see how the delegates at Évian or the Cuban officials dealing with the St. Louis might have concluded that facilitating that emigration, however justified it might have been on humanitarian grounds, was essentially doing the Nazis’ dirty work for them.

Of course, those dealing with the thorny question of Jewish emigration in 1938 and 1939 could not have imagined that Hitler’s Germany would soon seek to exterminate European Jewry. They did not know what horrors were coming. Nonetheless, in the months and years that were to follow, they and their peers would be tested anew. The vast majority of them would be found wanting.
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The Blood-Soaked Earth

By the middle of September 1939, the people of Przemyśl were nervous. The handsome old city, on the banks of the river San in southern Poland, was no stranger to hardship. In its long history, it had weathered storms of Mongols, Ruthenes, Hungarians and warlike Swedes, and during the First World War it had endured one of the most brutal sieges of the time, before falling to Russian forces, with over 100,000 casualties. Nonetheless, the new threat it faced must have seemed especially worrisome.

At first, the German invasion of Poland, which had begun at dawn on 1 September, would have appeared rather distant; after all, Przemyśl lay more than 250 kilometres to the east of the German frontier. However, the Wehrmacht advance was so swift, and Luftwaffe air attacks so far-reaching, that the distance was quickly bridged. On 8 September, the city had been bombed by the Germans for the first time, causing widespread damage and spurring a partial evacuation of the civilian administration. By that time, refugees fleeing the invasion further west were already streaming into the city, bringing with them horrific stories of the Wehrmacht’s race war, telling of the casual brutality and wanton killings of civilians and prisoners of war alike. They would have spoken, perhaps, of the events at Częstochowa the week before, where 100 Jews were massacred, purportedly in retaliation for the killing of three German officers in an ambush outside the city; or of what had happened at Wołoskowola, where 200 Jews were forced into a school building, which was then set alight.1 Hearing these bloody stories, Przemyśl’s 20,000 Jews, fully one third of the population, must have wondered darkly what would become of them.

Any hope that they might be spared similar treatment was quashed when German forces finally entered the city, on 15 September. The persecution of Przemyśl’s Jewish population began immediately, ranging from casual violence to the public humiliation of Orthodox Jews in the cutting of their beards or ringlets, as had become routine over the previous two weeks of conflict. In time, the soldiers returned with more venal motives, ransacking Jewish business and homes, before loading their loot onto Wehrmacht lorries and carrying it away.2

Things soon got worse. Over the following few days, the Germans began rounding up Jews, particularly members of the intelligentsia, such as doctors, lawyers and teachers. Eight units of Einsatzgruppen – ‘task forces’ of SS and policemen charged with ‘pacifying’ the areas behind the front line – had followed German forces into Poland, and had cut a bloody swathe through Polish society, targeting those who were considered politically or racially damaging to German interests. In Poland’s far south, it was units of Einsatzgruppe I that had followed on the heels of the 14th Army, and now arrived in the area of Przemyśl. They had already committed a number of atrocities on their way east, not only to fulfil their supposed remit of ‘combating Polish banditry’, but also to carry out a de facto ethnic cleansing, creating such terror that their imminent arrival would often spur Polish Jews to flee eastward.3

Przemyśl, earmarked as being on the new frontier between the German and Soviet zones of occupation, would be the culmination of their murderous rampage. The Jews of the city were rounded up piecemeal, some on the pretence of their being required for a work detail, others simply picked up off the street. Some of them were then forced to perform gymnastics in the open, publicly tormented by their captors before being marched at gunpoint towards the city’s outlying villages. One of those present recalled seeing a group of around 100 Jews, being forced to run along the road. Stripped half-naked, with their hands tied behind their backs, they were forced to chant ‘Jews are pigs!’ by their accompanying guards. When one of them fell, they were pistol-whipped, or kicked until they got back to their feet. The men’s faces, the witness recalled, were ‘distorted with pain’, while Polish bystanders crossed themselves in terror.4

One group of Jews was force-marched to the cemetery in the village of Pikulice. Before they could realise the danger they were in, a heavy machine gun was unveiled, which quickly opened fire, sweeping back and forth, unleashing what an eyewitness described as ‘a scene from Dante’s hell’. As German officers walked among the dead and dying, delivering the coup de grâce to those still breathing, another group was brought to the site and dispatched in the same way; then another, and then another. ‘All the men driven through the streets in the morning lay there, dead’, the witness recalled:


the corpses were lying on their backs or sides in the most contorted positions, some on top of others, with their arms outstretched, their heads shattered by the bullets. Here were pools of blood; there the earth was rust-colored with blood; the grass glistened with blood; blood was drying on the corpses. Women with bloodied hands were hunting through the pile of bodies for their fathers, husbands, sons. A sickish sweet smell pervaded the air.5



It is thought that as many as 600 Jews were murdered in the villages around Przemyśl over three days, making it the largest single massacre of Jews during the September Campaign of 1939.6 The victims were buried in three 200-metre-long mass graves.7

To some extent, the Przemyśl massacre conformed to the pattern that had already been set during the campaign. It is notable that the war diary of the commander of the German 14th Army, under whose control the city fell, reported such attacks against the civilian population only as ‘lapses in discipline’.8 In fact, since the very first day of the German invasion, Polish Jews and Gentiles alike had been treated with exceptional, wanton cruelty by the Germans; targeted for executions, reprisals, rapes and atrocities. Indeed, it has been estimated that, during that five-week campaign alone, the Germans carried out more than 600 massacres against Polish POWs and civilian populations.9

But, while a brutal pattern had already been established, the action at Przemyśl nonetheless marked a definite departure and an escalation of violence. For this was no ‘reprisal’, no collective punishment for German lives lost in combat – however disingenuous that excuse might have been. Neither could it be explained by the weasel phrase ‘fog of war’, its victims thereby dismissed as so much ‘collateral damage’ from the exigencies of the wider conflict. Rather, the massacre at Przemyśl marked a malignant novelty: it represented the systematic slaughter of an entire community, one that the perpetrators considered to be less than entirely human. It was a dark portent of even darker days to come.

*

Such horrors would continue beyond the end of formal hostilities, which occurred with the surrender of Polish forces at the Battle of Kock, on 6 October. German and Soviet representatives had already met in Moscow, a week earlier, to divide up the spoils. The resulting Boundary and Friendship Treaty of 28 September 1939 drew a line of partition between the German and Soviet areas of occupation, which neatly divided Poland between them. On the German side of the line, the former Polish lands were split into two parts: the northern and western districts were annexed directly to the Reich, while the southern and central areas were established as a nominally separate entity – the so-called General Government. The latter, which included both Warsaw and Kraków, was entirely dependent on the whim of Berlin and was run by Hitler’s confidante and former lawyer, Hans Frank, who would rule his fiefdom with an iron hand.

Life for Jews and Poles, in the two German-occupied areas, was hard. Both were relegated to the lowest ranks of society, where they were reduced to the status of a despised underclass, fit for little but exploitation and persecution. Yet, while Poles were treated as racially inferior by the Germans, Jews were seen as barely human at all: regarded, essentially, as vermin. Subjected to myriad new regulations introduced by the Germans, Jews were required to be identified by wearing an armband with the Star of David on the right arm. They were also forbidden to travel by train, to hold large denominations of cash, to collect rent or to manage their own real estate. Jewish bank accounts were frozen, and their businesses were ‘Aryanised’ – subjected to a forced sale to a non-Jewish purchaser at less than market value. Their property was subject to confiscation, looting and – as often as not – daylight robbery. ‘Every day our apartment is visited by German soldiers who, under various pretexts, rob us of our possessions’, the schoolgirl Mary Berg noted in her diary.10 On the streets, Jews were forced to step off the pavement to make space for Germans, or risk being beaten up. The young, especially young women, lived in constant fear of being kidnapped and abused. Elderly Jews, meanwhile, were routinely forced to shave off their beards, and rabbis were ordered to sweep the streets. As one diarist wrote: ‘The days passed, filled with persecution, humiliation and hideous torments. No one felt safe day or night.’11

Unsurprisingly, the weeks after the close of hostilities saw huge swathes of the Polish population on the move in search of safety. Many Jews, particularly those in the areas that had been annexed directly to the Reich, fled across the new Soviet frontier, in the hope that life in the Soviet zone would be better than in the German-occupied area. It could be a perilous journey. In one example, a group of fugitive Jews was handed over to German troops by their guide while they were en route to the Soviet frontier. They were lined up against a wall and numbered one to eleven. The soldiers then shot all of those who had been given odd numbers. ‘My mother and I had even numbers … and we were let go’, recalled one survivor.12

Elsewhere, the Germans actively ‘assisted’ the refugees in their flight, deporting Jewish communities en masse – including the entire Jewish populations of the towns of Pułtusk and Łańcut – to the Soviet zone. As one observer noted, such deportations were carried out with extreme brutality.


We arrived at the river San on the third day of our exile. What happened there is difficult to describe. On the bank of the river, Gestapo-men were waiting and driving people into a boat, or rather a raft of two unbalanced boards, from which women and children fell into the river. We saw floating corpses everywhere; near the bank women stood in the water, holding their children above their heads and crying for help, to which the Gestapo-men answered by shooting.13



Those that made it across often found that their tribulations were only just beginning. For their part, the Soviets could be wholly unsympathetic, and their border guards were under orders to turn back all those – the vast majority – who did not possess the correct paperwork. In one instance, a stand-off ensued when Soviet troops attempted to force a group of 1,000 Jewish refugees back across the border, causing Berlin to tartly summarise that ‘the expulsion of the Jews did not proceed as smoothly as had been expected’.14 Even those who managed to make it across the frontier risked a lengthy interrogation if they were caught by the Soviet secret police, the NKVD. This was the fate of the Dreksler family that autumn. Polish Jews from Wierzbnik, near Radom, they had entered the Soviet zone without being apprehended, but were stopped in Łuck (now Lutsk in Ukraine), where they were asked to fill out a questionnaire, including the question of where they ultimately intended to settle. Their answer of ‘Palestine’ so irritated their interrogating officer that he sent the family to a work camp at Archangel in the Soviet far north.15 For them, as for so many others, it was the beginning of a long and bloody odyssey.

At the same time, the Germans carried out mass deportations of Jews from the annexed areas of northern and western Poland into the General Government, which was regarded by its masters in Berlin as something of a racial dumping ground. One notable destination was Nisko, 200 kilometres south-east of Warsaw on the river San, a rural area of around 1,000 square kilometres, which had been conceived by SS chief Heinrich Himmler and his deputy Reinhard Heydrich as a Jewish ‘reservation’, into which those unwanted populations could be expelled. Already in the winter of 1939–40, Nisko was ‘home’ to tens of thousands of Jews from Pomerania, Moravia and Vienna, all of whom had been sent there by zealous local Nazi officials who were keen to curry favour with their superiors by making their fiefdoms Judenrein, ‘free of Jews’. Polish Jews arriving at Nisko that winter described a place of utter desolation, with no infrastructure, insufficient accommodation and little protection from the elements. Welcoming the refugees, Adolf Eichmann, the SS officer in charge of the ‘resettlement operation’, did little to ease their misgivings: ‘There are no apartments and no houses. If you build your homes you will have a roof over your head. There is no water. The wells throughout the region are poisoned: cholera, dysentery and typhus prevail. If you start digging wells, you will have water.’16 In total, nearly 100,000 Jews were transported to the Nisko ‘reservation’. What they experienced there over the following months would be nothing less than extermination by neglect.

Yet, for all these horrors, it was non-Jewish Poles, who, initially at least, came to feel the brutal nature of German rule most keenly, with murders of Christian Poles outnumbering those of their Jewish compatriots in those opening months by four to one, as casual violence swiftly became commonplace.17 The American vice consul in Warsaw, Thaddeus Chylinski, kept a record of the sufferings of the Polish people. The ‘bloody reign’ of the Gestapo, he recalled, began in mid October 1939, with a ‘high-pressure terror campaign’ to remove the leadership of the nation and beat the remainder into submission. ‘There appears to be no logical explanation for the arrests’, he wrote in his later report. ‘Round-ups, executions, confiscation of property and homes, as well as humiliations in various forms, kept the population in a state of fear and mental torture.’18 One of the earliest victims of the German occupation was Elżbieta Zahorska, a 24-year-old Warsaw University student, who was executed by firing squad in early November 1939, for tearing down propaganda posters that blamed Britain for Poland’s predicament. Refusing a blindfold, she wanted to look her killers in the eye.19

It was effectively open season on Polish civilians. This fact was demonstrated most vividly at Wawer, near Warsaw, at Christmas in 1939. On the evening of 26 December, two German officers were shot and killed in a bar in the town, while trying to arrest two local petty criminals, Marian Prasuła and Stanisław Dąbek. As the assailants made good their escape, the German authorities decided on a ‘pacification action’, rounding up more than 100 men from Wawer, and the neighbouring suburb of Anin, who were dragged from their homes or picked up on the streets, and brought to the office of the local German military commander, where they were arraigned before a kangaroo court. The judges did not seek to ascertain the circumstances of the crime – Prasuła and Dąbek were already known to them – rather they merely asked the names and ages of the men, confirmed that they were Polish, and confiscated and destroyed their papers. The prisoners were then made to line up in the snow, where they had to endure not only the cold, but also the kicks and abuse of the German soldiers. At around five o’clock the following morning, a Wehrmacht major delivered the verdict of the ‘investigation’: to prevent any recurrence of the crime, those detained were to be executed, although in a gesture of clemency every tenth man would be spared.20 With that, the men were led in batches of a dozen to the town square, where they were lined up and machine-gunned. In total, 114 men were murdered; the youngest of them was only 15. In addition, Antoni Bartoszek, the proprietor of the bar where the German officers had been killed – who had called on the gendarmerie for assistance – was hanged above the front door of his property, pour encourager les autres. It was a vicious application of the principle of collective responsibility. As one of the German officers was heard to explain: ‘Polish people killed them. Polish people will answer for it.’21

In addition to such brutal repressions and reprisals, all of those considered in any way inimical to Berlin’s interests – landowners, politicians, lawyers, judges, priests, teachers and doctors – were targeted. As Hans Frank confided to his lieutenants, the Polish elite was to be ‘liquidated’, on the order of Hitler himself, so that the Polish nation would not re-emerge.22 The result was a series of ‘actions’, in which intellectuals and prominent individuals, many of them listed in the Sonderfahndungsbuch, a ‘Special Investigation Book’ produced by the Gestapo headquarters in Berlin, were rounded up, incarcerated and then ‘disappeared’.

There were some infamous examples. The academic staff of the Jagiellonian University in Kraków was called to a meeting with the new Gestapo chief in the city, SS-Obersturmbannführer Bruno Müller, in early November 1939, supposedly to discuss the German plans for higher education. When they arrived, the doors of the hall were locked behind them and they were told that, as a source of anti-German attitudes, they were to be arrested forthwith. In all, 172 professors and fellows from one of the oldest and most prestigious universities in Central Europe were sent to Sachsenhausen concentration camp, where many of them would perish.23

Perversely, a spell in a concentration camp would have been perceived as a merciful sentence by the majority of Polish victims of such ‘actions’. Most of them were simply shot out of hand by their German captors, in forests, town squares or prison courtyards. Executions in the woods at Palmiry, to the north-west of Warsaw, for instance, began that December and would continue into the summer of 1941, with victims brought to the site blindfolded, in trucks, and then led into the forest to face their end amid the freshly dug pits. Most prominent among the estimated 1,700 Poles and Jews murdered at Palmiry, were the former speaker of the Polish parliament and deputy president, Maciej Rataj, and the athlete Janusz Kusociński, who had won a gold medal at the Los Angeles Olympics in 1932, both of whom were murdered in June 1940. In total, it has been estimated that German efforts to exterminate Polish elites in 1939–40 – known collectively as the Intelligenzaktion – would account for some 100,000 lives.24

While both Poles and Jews found themselves victims of the Germans’ targeted executions, as well as their random reprisal actions, Jews had to contend with the additional peril of being confined to ghettos. In fact, the ghettoisation policy was itself an expression of failure. The Nisko ‘reservation’, and the wild local deportations that had accompanied it, had scarcely resolved the ‘Jewish Problem’, but had instead created a deadly chaos on the territorial fringes of the General Government, while demonstrating that further large-scale deportations were – for the time being at least – impractical. Ghettoisation, then, represented a temporary solution to a self-inflicted problem. Based upon an order from Reinhard Heydrich of 21 September 1939, the policy was brutally simple: Jews were to be concentrated in sealed districts of the major towns and cities, so that they could be better exploited economically in the short term, and then more easily deported when a decision about their fate was made.25 Accordingly, the first ghetto was established in Piotrków Trybunalski, south of Łódź, late in 1939, with Jews being forced into it in January 1940. Eventually, that ghetto would contain some 28,000 souls. The only Jews of the city who were legally permitted to remain outside the ghetto were the family of one Jakub Witorz, who had Turkish citizenship, and that of an Egyptian named Kem.26 Even at this early stage of the German persecution of the Jews, it was clear that possession of a foreign passport could be a life-saver.

Through 1940 and beyond, nearly 300 ghettos were set up across occupied Poland, among the most significant being those in Łódź, Warsaw, Będzin, Kraków and Lublin. The establishment of the Łódź ghetto was decreed on 8 February 1940, with German inhabitants ordered to vacate the area designated for Jewish settlement, and Jews ordered to move in. Boundaries were delineated and barriers built. A ‘Jewish Council’ was established, under an ‘Elder’ – 62-year-old, former insurance salesman Chaim Rumkowski – to deal with health, finance, housing and registration. The provision of food was expected to be paid for by the surrender and sale of the valuables that the Germans assumed the Jews would take with them, although only a fraction of the foodstuffs required would ever be delivered.

Mary Berg recalled hearing about the creation of the Łódź ghetto from a friend, who described it as ‘a massacre’. Jews had been ordered to assemble with only 50 pounds of luggage, she reported in her diary, while extensive house searches were conducted, in which the sick were dragged from their beds and those discovered to be hiding were chased out into the street and shot. For those who opted to comply with the order, the day was scarcely easier. ‘The quarter of Łódź which has been turned into the ghetto’, Berg wrote, ‘is one of the poorest and oldest sections of the city; it is composed mostly of small wooden houses without electricity or plumbing … It has room for only a few tens of thousands, but the Germans have crowded three hundred thousand Jews into it.’27

This would be the dark reality for the vast majority of Polish Jews. Consigned to the filthiest and most inhospitable areas, in overcrowded accommodation, with insufficient supplies of food, and at the whim of their new German masters, they hoped for the best, and awaited their fate.

*

The depredations of Hitler’s Wehrmacht and SS in Poland in 1939 were not the only hardship and terror that the Polish people had to endure that winter. Stalin’s Soviet Union – Hitler’s ally in all but name – also played a nefarious role. Invading Poland from the east at dawn on 17 September, more than a fortnight after the German attack, the Red Army had hoped to avoid the opprobrium provoked by Hitler’s invasion by casting their action as a humanitarian intervention; claiming that they were bringing ‘protection’ to the
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