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			Some people say we should not trust our eyes,

				That there is nothing, just a seeming,

				These are the ones who have no hope.

				They think that the moment we turn away,

				The world, behind our backs, ceases to exist,

				As if snatched up by the hands of thieves.

				
					—CZESŁAW MIŁOSZ, from the poem “Hope” (1943), published in his 1945 collection Ocalenie (“Rescue”)
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			PROLOGUE

			 

			France, August 1942

			THE BUSES THAT TOOK the children away arrived first. The sun beat down, and the loveliness of August in Provence—the olive groves green and gray, the newly harvested wheat fields still golden—stood in stark contrast to the tile factory, a looming brick structure enclosed by barbed wire. Within, more than fifteen hundred people waited for the end to begin.

			Nearly seventy children, some just toddlers, were gathered in the factory’s dusty courtyard as two large buses pulled up. Their parents did not know where the children would go, only that it would not be to Poland. The Jewish organizations working inside Les Milles—the name of this makeshift concentration camp—had negotiated with the French government to exempt the children from deportation. With the hours growing short before the first train was to leave, the time had come to say good-bye. Grasping tiny faces and stroking hair, mothers and fathers gave frantic good-bye kisses and cried, “Gut sein”—“Be good”—before the buses rolled away. Some of the parents screamed and collapsed.

			Roswell McClelland watched off to the side, pacing and smoking. A twenty-eight-year-old Californian, Ross was one of only a few dozen Allied aid workers permitted in the concentration camps, mostly representatives of pacifist churches. He and his wife, Marjorie, both worked for the American Friends Service Committee (AFSC), a Quaker organization. Because the AFSC had fed hundreds of thousands of German children after World War I, the Nazis and their French collaborators allowed them entry into the camps to distribute food and clothing while forcing other Americans out of occupied and collaborationist territory. And now, the AFSC found itself in a position none of the staff ever imagined: splitting up families, likely forever, in a heartbreaking attempt to save the lives of the children. As he watched the fathers and mothers wail, Ross tried not to get emotional. Though none of the other aid workers knew, Marjorie was pregnant with their first child. What kind of a world, he wondered, separates parents from their children?

			
			Other prisoners in Les Milles, also watching the scene, had sent their children out of the camp sooner. Relief workers—including Ross and Marjorie—secreted the kids to orphanages run by the Oeuvre de Secours aux Enfants, a children’s aid organization. As the war dragged on, some of those children would go into hiding with non-Jewish families; others would try to sneak over the border to Switzerland or to Spain; and others would be arrested and deported east like their parents before them. Several hundred children, whose mothers and fathers signed away all parental rights, had already left for America to be placed with new families. A group of fifty children from France had departed nearly three months earlier; their first letters from America would not arrive in time to reach their parents in Les Milles.

			It was Monday, August 10, 1942, the beginning of the deportation of foreign Jews from southern France toward Drancy, a transit camp outside Paris. From Drancy, the prisoners would take a longer train ride toward an uncertain fate in Nazi-occupied Poland.

			Ross had his suspicions of what awaited the prisoners of Les Milles. He had just returned to Provence after an emergency trip to Vichy, the capital of Nazi-collaborationist France, where he and a group of colleagues had managed to meet with Pierre Laval, the head of the authoritarian government. They implored Laval to cancel the deportations. McClelland impressed upon him that the Germans wanted to “exterminate these people.” Laval scoffed. The accusation was preposterous, a fiction. The French were assisting the Nazis in removing troublemaking foreign Jews from France, and the prisoners were going to special ethnic reservations in southern Poland where they could live and work together. Besides, Laval added, if the United States loved the Jews so much, why didn’t McClelland’s country accept them?

			
			In fact, many of the prisoners at Les Milles had been collecting the documentation required to get a visa to the United States. But for most, the bureaucratic obstacles erected by both the American and the Vichy governments—not to mention the challenge and expense of reserving space on one of the few passenger ships still crossing the Atlantic—made immigration impossible. The AFSC’s Refugee Division tried to assist thousands, including a significant percentage of the Les Milles prisoners, with their applications and paperwork. McClelland knew many of them—knew their families, knew how close they were to getting the all-important visas, knew them as individuals in a way bureaucracies couldn’t.

			In the weeks prior to the deportations, Vichy France canceled exit visas for refugees, the last official document a prisoner needed to be released from a camp prior to immigration. As a result, even those who received their U.S. visas could no longer leave. The AFSC protested and got reprieves for a few. But in October 1942, more than 270 letters alerting the recipients their U.S. visas had finally been approved were returned to the Marseille consulate, marked “undeliverable.” At least seventeen of the letters were for prisoners deported from Les Milles in the early morning of August 11, 1942.

			

			—

			After the buses with the children drove away, McClelland and his colleague, Russell Ritchie, left for a few hours, returning in the middle of the afternoon with two prisoners from Hôtel Bompard, a Marseille hotel used as a holding center for women waiting for their American visas. Having learned that their husbands would soon be deported from Les Milles, the two women surrendered their children and resolved to join the deportations voluntarily. For the second time that day, Ross walked into a terrible scene in the courtyard. The prisoners were lined up—the seven hundred who had been at the camp for months, plus eight hundred whom the Vichy guards had collected from the countryside over the previous week—for a long roll call.

			The commandant of Les Milles, Robert Maulavé, refused to choose the prisoners who would leave first, saving his energy to plead to higher officials for those he felt should be exempted entirely. There was no humane way to go about his work, so he did it alphabetically, A through H. The roll call consumed hours. From “Abenstern, Otto,” a thirty-eight-year-old from Stuttgart, to “Hersch, Hermann,” fifty-six, from Berlin, the names were shouted, and 262 prisoners learned, definitively, that they would be going. Eighteen-year-old Richard Greilsamer, the youngest, accompanied his parents. Blondine Weill, aged eighty, the oldest, probably volunteered herself to spare someone younger for a few more days or to stay with her daughter, Pauline Frank. At least six people on the list had almost made it to Cuba in 1939 on the St. Louis, before being turned back and finding temporary safety in France. Ludwig and Irma Bauer, from Berlin, their son already in the U.S. Army, would never learn that on the day of their deportation, officials across the ocean in Washington, D.C., finally approved their American immigration visas.

			
			Guards in black uniforms with carbines slung over their shoulders directed the selected group to find their luggage in the massive piles of belongings. Many of the prisoners wore overcoats, even in the midday sun, fearful that if they took them off, the coats would be confiscated. Surely, they would need them wherever they were going. People fainted in the heat and were carried to the infirmary, but their names remained on the lists.

			At around 6:00 in the evening, the prisoners, grouped by families, slowly climbed into the railcars as guards barked orders, ready to prevent resistance. The train tracks ran parallel to the factory, about three hundred yards away, in plain sight of the prisoners who remained. As the stragglers shouting their good-byes were escorted out of the camp, the heavy iron factory gate clanged shut.

			Ross McClelland had spent the previous day gathering food packages to send with the prisoners. The AFSC collected condensed milk, sardines, soap, and sugar. A random assortment to be sure, but better than nothing. One of the Jewish organizations had provided galvanized pails to serve as public toilets, water containers, and ladles for dipping. For hours, Ross navigated the AFSC’s little gray Simca truck between their nearby storerooms and the train. Though the transport would not leave until daybreak, the guards refused to open the car doors to refill the water or empty the waste pails. They did, however, inspect for razors, knives, and any other implement the prisoners might use to try to commit suicide or to mount an attack. The camp’s doctor told Ross there had been at least three attempted suicides earlier in the evening. The AFSC workers used the inspections to get their supplies onto each car.

			
			Most of the prisoners, exhausted, settled into the straw piled on the floor to sleep as the relief workers outside continued their distributions. Throughout the night, as Ross passed, checking things off his mental lists, prisoners would call out to him. Pulling themselves up to the bars, they dictated messages to families in the United States, pleading with him to telegraph loved ones so they wouldn’t worry anymore. Fistfuls of sweaty francs were thrust out the windows toward him, meant for relatives or friends still in the camp, or simply “Fuer die Quäkers!” Ross recognized some by their voices; others, he could see only when a passing guard directed his flashlight onto a pale, startled face.

			Just before midnight, a Jewish organization managed to secure crates of tomatoes and melons from nearby farms. These, too, were distributed into each railcar with the help of the gray truck’s headlights, illuminating the dust in the air. The night became a blur of supply distribution, personal messages, and questions from the commandant: whether Ross knew of a particular prisoner, someone who claimed that a visa had arrived, or would soon, and that he or she should be exempted.

			At one point, Maulavé, haggard in a crumpled linen suit and smoking a cigarette, called Ross over. An elderly Polish man, senile, but aware enough to want to save himself, presented a tattered red American passport. It had expired in the 1920s. Ross, if he wanted to, could claim the man on behalf of the United States, but another prisoner would replace him on the train. “What was there to reply,” Ross wrote, “but ‘no, include him,’ in the vain hope that someone younger, with more of his life ahead of him, might be saved. One had no right to make such a decision, but made it anyway.”

			In the early morning hours, Ross felt light-headed and took a short break in the camp’s kitchen with some other relief workers—a French Red Cross nurse, a rabbi with one of the Jewish organizations, and two members of one of the prisoner committees, still negotiating for the lives of their comrades. Some workers he didn’t know sliced pieces of banana and fig pâté, wrapping them in bits of paper to pass through the bars of the train. Ross bit into a tomato, the juice dripping down, drank some black coffee, and ate some potato salad, before noticing sacks on the floor marked for men and women, full of toothbrushes, soap, and handkerchiefs. Another distribution.

			
			He slept for a few hours in the camp and at first light walked back to the train. Now that he could see inside, Ross saw a friend. Richard Freund, a young violinist from Breslau, had taken charge of his railcar, and Ross watched him advocate for his fellow prisoners, making sure they all had their supply allotments and persuading the guards to empty the buckets. Freund, who had a reputation for always staying cheerful despite the circumstances, smiled from the train at Ross, who remembered that he had argued with the younger man to take his dark red Amati violin on the trip. Richard had been imprisoned in the French camps for two years and seemed excited about the change. His fate might be terrible, but at least something was happening.

			At 6:30 sharp, an engine appeared in the distance, billowing smoke and moving slowly toward the camp. It coupled to the railcars, and the train pulled away immediately. Ross stood in the dirt, surrounded by empty wooden crates and the smell of waste and sweat and straw, and watched silently until the prisoners’ screams faded in the air and the train disappeared into the distance.
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			Two Wars

			NAZI GERMANY FOUGHT TWO simultaneous wars: the military war against the Allies and the genocidal war against the Jews. It launched the first on September 1, 1939, riding roughshod over Poland and daring the British and French to protest. Americans argued for more than two years over whether to join the conflict, before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor ended the debate. The second war began in 1941 when a decade of racial and religious persecution morphed into a plan to annihilate the Nazis’ innocent enemies. The U.S. government confirmed the ongoing mass murder in 1942, and for more than a year Americans—to the extent they were paying attention—debated how and whether to respond. Finally, in 1944, the United States began fighting the second war.

			On a drizzly Sunday in the middle of January, John Pehle, a young assistant to the secretary of the Treasury, walked from his office to the White House at lunchtime, and when he emerged, the United States had entered the war against the Nazi extermination of European Jews. When the war in Europe ended seventeen months later, tens of thousands of people—Jewish and non-Jewish—were alive due to the outcome of Pehle’s meeting: a new government agency, the War Refugee Board (WRB), had been born. Pehle and his colleagues never became famous and spent the rest of their lives hearing—and agreeing—that the United States should have done more to help save the Jews of Europe. At the same time, few people ever knew what the War Refugee Board had actually done.

			

			—

			
			The odds that day—January 16, 1944—were stacked against John Pehle.

			President Franklin Roosevelt had the flu. Rumors flew around official Washington about his ill health, a topic of particular concern because the Democratic National Committee met that weekend to debate nominating him for an unprecedented fourth term. The president felt physically weak and postponed things he wasn’t up to doing.

			Pehle, a tall midwesterner with a deep voice and light brown hair already starting to recede, had never had an official White House meeting, even though he had worked in Washington for a decade, rising through the ranks at the Treasury Department. Since 1940, when he was just thirty-one, Pehle had overseen Foreign Funds Control, responsible for keeping billions of dollars out of the hands of America’s enemies. With a staff of nearly fifteen hundred, Foreign Funds Control also supervised the small amounts of relief money sent from the United States into Europe. This did not exactly qualify Pehle, or any of his colleagues, as humanitarian aid specialists.

			Many people, including military officials, believed the United States could only truly help the victims of the Nazis and their collaborators by winning the war as soon as possible. Everything else was a distraction and a diversion of resources. Pehle thought they could do more than just fight militarily, but would Roosevelt?

			Most worryingly, Pehle’s news would undoubtedly upset the president. His friends had been lying to him, and Pehle—a man Roosevelt couldn’t have picked out of a lineup—had the proof. Pehle’s plan—an incredibly risky one—was to argue that if the president did not act immediately and follow the Treasury Department’s advice, his legacy as a defender of the downtrodden would be forever marred. Millions had already died, but millions of lives were still at stake. Pehle felt convinced that some could still be saved, but only if Roosevelt acted quickly.

			Pehle entered the White House, stomped his shoes clean, hung up his hat and coat, still damp with wintry drizzle, and climbed the stairs to the president’s private study. He readied himself for the most important meeting of his life.

			

			—

			
			In the summer of 1942, a year and a half before Pehle’s meeting, news of the ongoing massacre of the Jews began to reach the United States. Most Americans had known that Nazi Germany made life impossible for Jews, but the idea of a systematic mass-murder plan seemed absurd. And even if it was true, what could Americans do about it? Helping refugees escape Europe had never been a priority for the American government or the American people. Bigger problems—the Great Depression, war in Europe, war in Asia—stole most Americans’ focus. Restrictive immigration laws instituted in the 1920s hadn’t been written to target German Jews—and were in place long before the refugee crisis began in the late 1930s—but as a result of these laws many thousands of people who might have been able to escape couldn’t do so. They were still in Europe waiting for immigration visas when they were rounded up and murdered by the Nazis.

			The doors to the United States began to close in the 1920s. The Johnson-Reed Act of 1924, which passed overwhelmingly with bipartisan support, was born from intense postwar isolationism and eugenic theories. The law capped the number of immigrants from outside the Western Hemisphere at about 154,000 people per year, a far cry from the more than 10 million who had arrived in the United States in the decade prior to World War I. The act also applied “national origins” quotas and categorized applicants based on country of birth, not country of residence or citizenship. The quotas severely restricted persons from southern and eastern Europe, who had formed the majority of the immigrant population in recent decades, and kept most Asian and African people out entirely. Countries with large populations of Jews, Slavs, and people thought to be racially undesirable, poorer, and harder to assimilate were specifically targeted. Great Britain had the largest quota, and Germany was second, with a cap of 25,957.

			The 1924 law also moved power over immigration to the State Department. Though the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) stayed in the Labor Department until June 1940, applicants for immigration visas had to present all their paperwork—identification, financial records, medical exams—to State Department officers at designated consulates around the world. Immigrants received their visas before leaving Europe, so Ellis Island became merely a holding area for illegal or sick passengers. As ships steamed past the Statue of Liberty, those on board could wave with ease; the hardest part of the process was already over.

			
			Then, in 1929, the Great Depression hit the United States and the world.

			As had happened before and has happened since, politicians blamed immigration for exacerbating American economic problems. President Herbert Hoover instructed the State Department to strictly interpret an obscure clause from a 1917 law about people “likely to become a public charge.” Visa applicants who did not have sufficient financial resources were no longer eligible, because one could not assume they would ever find employment in America. The year before Hoover’s restriction, 25,957 German immigrants entered, completely filling the quota allotment. By 1933, the number had fallen to 1,324.

			On March 4, 1933, when Franklin Roosevelt recited the oath of office, the front pages of major newspapers reported on his laundry list of New Deal legislation but also on increasing antisemitism in Nazi Germany, where a new chancellor, Adolf Hitler, had taken power five weeks earlier. Jews were being kicked out of their jobs, stores boycotted, books burned. In protest, tens of thousands of Americans marched in major cities around the country, held rallies, and began an anti-German boycott movement.

			Roosevelt’s State Department staff, still settling into the massive Department of State building just west of the White House, felt that diplomatic tensions were too fraught to make any formal protest. Germany owed American investors $2 billion in loans after World War I, and the new Nazi regime acted on whims. Germany was a sovereign nation, and anyway it was not a crime to persecute your own citizens.

			From Berlin, the U.S. consul general George Messersmith sent a warning to his colleagues in Washington in June 1933: The persecution of the Jews “is one of the most serious and one of the saddest problems that has arisen in a civilized country in modern times…I personally can see no hope for the Jews in Germany for years to come and all those who can possibly get out of the country, will wish to do so.”

			In the first full year of Nazi control, fewer than 4,400 Germans had been granted U.S. immigrant visas, while 83,013 persons, mostly Jews, sat on the waiting list. The State Department loosened the “likely to become a public charge” instruction and reminded consular officials to be sympathetic. Otherwise, the process stayed the same. The United States had an immigration policy, but no refugee policy. Those fleeing persecution had to qualify, with the same paperwork and under the same strict rules as everyone else. Soon, Nazi persecution stopped being front-page news, and most Americans stopped paying attention.

			
			Five years later, on March 12, 1938, Nazi Germany annexed Austria in a territorial grab known as the Anschluss. Hitler rode triumphantly through Vienna, with swastika flags hanging from every building and people lining the streets to cheer. There were 1,413 immigration spots available under the Austrian quota each year, but the consulate had been a sleepy one, issuing only an average of 15 per month prior to the Nazis’ arrival. In the next four months, 40,000 Austrians applied, the vast majority of them Jews. Between 500 and 4,000 people waited in the gardens outside the consulate every day for an appointment with the small—and now frantic—State Department staff. Eight hundred letters arrived every day, all needing responses. The desperate Jews of Vienna were being evicted from their homes and constantly threatened with arrest and imprisonment in concentration camps. Suicide grew increasingly common.

			Though the State Department controlled the issuance of visas, Congress determined immigration law and set the quotas. In the spring of 1938, three Democrats, all representing parts of Brooklyn, proposed bills to assist refugees. Samuel Dickstein wanted to carry over unused quota slots from year to year, reassigning them to countries according to need; Emanuel Celler wanted to remove the “public charge” consideration entirely for those escaping persecution; and Donald O’Toole thought that all physically and mentally healthy refugees should be granted visas. Hearings on their bills were scheduled for April 20–22, 1938.

			Before they could take place, Messersmith, now assistant secretary of state, made the trip down Pennsylvania Avenue toward the Capitol at Celler’s request. After the hearings had been scheduled, both Messersmith and Celler had heard from frantic refugee advocates, all warning that the bills were dangerous. They shouldn’t hold any debate regarding immigration, Messersmith warned the Jewish congressmen gathered in Celler’s office, not in committee and definitely not on the House floor. Immigration was simply too unpopular, and any proposal to increase the quotas would likely result in laws to cut or end immigration entirely. It was better to keep quiet and keep the quotas as they were.

			
			The congressmen listened and argued among themselves for a long time. All were hearing from constituents, many with Jewish family members in Germany. But they made a unanimous decision: Celler would pull his bill, and Representative Adolph Sabath of Illinois would tell Dickstein and O’Toole to do the same. No hearings, no debate. The Jewish members of Congress would not propose any new legislation to change the immigration laws. It was just too risky.

			At the end of April, President Roosevelt instructed the State Department to combine the Austrian and German quotas. Though Austria no longer existed—the busy consulate found itself in Vienna, Germany—Austrians were eligible for one of the now 27,370 quota slots available to the German-born. To most Americans, that number seemed far too high. In a Roper poll, 67 percent of respondents felt that German, Austrian, and “political refugees” (non-Jews being persecuted by the Nazis) should be kept out entirely—never mind the quotas. The 1937 recession had reversed some of the New Deal economic gains, and unemployment in early 1938 shot back up to 19 percent. Many Americans were feeling sympathetic but not charitable.

			To address the worsening crisis, President Roosevelt called for an international conference in Évian-les-Bains, France, in early July. Thirty-two countries participated, discussing ways to assist Jews still in Germany who wanted to immigrate. But when individual countries were asked about accepting refugees, most—including the United States—demurred. Only the Dominican Republic offered to take German Jews, though the invitation wasn’t quite an altruistic one. General Rafael Trujillo, the Dominican dictator, had initiated a massacre of poor black Haitians less than a year earlier and specifically sought to bring white wealth into his country. Rich Jews would do just fine.

			The Évian Conference did have one tangible result: the formation of the Intergovernmental Committee on Refugees (IGC). But its work streamlining emigration met with little success. At one point, George Rublee, the seventy-year-old American director of the IGC, wrote to the State Department, “With the exception of the United States, which has maintained its quota, and the British Isles, which are admitting immigrants at a current months rate equal to the rate immigrants are being admitted to the United States, doors have been systematically closed everywhere to involuntary emigrants since the meeting at Évian.” Though the Nazis officially encouraged emigration, they demanded refugees surrender the majority of their wealth and assets first, which meant many didn’t have the money to be desirable immigrants.

			
			On the evening of November 9–10, 1938, the Nazis instigated a violent pogrom known as Kristallnacht. The attacks and the subsequent mass arrest of Jewish men and boys received widespread press coverage in the United States—upwards of a month of front-page newspaper stories. Roosevelt condemned the violence, adding that he “could scarcely believe that such things could occur in a twentieth century civilization.” The president recalled American ambassador Hugh Wilson from Berlin and announced he would extend the expiration on tourist visas for Germans—including many Jews—visiting the United States who did not feel safe returning home. But while a Gallup poll in the wake of Kristallnacht showed that 94 percent of Americans disapproved of the Nazi persecution of the Jews, this still did not translate into a public appetite for increasing the quotas.

			Senator Robert Reynolds, a North Carolina Democrat, decided he would fix the immigration laws. In the six years since he had entered the Senate, Reynolds had grown more isolationist, racist, and admiring of Nazi Germany. In January 1939, the same month he started his own antisemitic newspaper, the American Vindicator, Reynolds introduced five bills in the Senate, all dealing with immigration. Two were particularly spiteful: immigration quotas should be cut by 90 percent, Reynolds argued, and moreover all immigration should cease for ten years or until unemployment fell to three million people. During Senate hearings on the bills, speakers testified that America was traditionally a country of exclusion, not acceptance.

			A month after Reynolds, Senator Robert Wagner, a New York Democrat, and Congresswoman Edith Nourse Rogers, a Massachusetts Republican, introduced a very different piece of legislation. The Wagner-Rogers bill proposed allowing twenty thousand German refugee children to enter the United States above the quota. Carefully worded by sympathetic relief organizations, the bill originally found a lot of support, and hearings in April went well. Unsurprisingly, Robert Reynolds repeatedly gave oppositional speeches on the Senate floor and recruited patriotic organizations like the American Legion to register their disapproval. Finally, Reynolds found his trump card, proposing a tragic compromise. Wagner and Rogers could have their twenty thousand children, but only by merging their bill with one of his: to end all quota immigration for five years. Shaken, Robert Wagner pulled the bill from consideration. None of Reynolds’s bills ever came up for a vote.

			
			As prospects for the Wagner-Rogers bill began to sour, Americans learned of the plight of the St. Louis, a ship that had sailed from Hamburg carrying 937 mostly Jewish passengers and at the beginning of June sat in Havana harbor. Many of the refugees had hoped to stay in Cuba while waiting their turns for an American visa, but by the time the ship arrived, Havana had canceled their landing permits. Even though a prominent relief organization, the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC), offered to make substantial financial guarantees for the passengers, Cuban officials refused to permit 907 of them to disembark. The United States would not take them either. Allowing them to enter the United States would set a precedent—that a group of refugees could board a ship, create an emergency, and jump the quota line. Instead, American diplomats worked with the JDC staff to persuade France, the Netherlands, Belgium, and Great Britain to each admit a share of the passengers. The St. Louis refugees threw a party on board, thrilled no one would be forced to return to Germany.

			The JDC, founded in 1914 to distribute aid to Jewish communities abroad, was not alone in trying to help refugees. Hundreds of organizations, large and small, local and international, expanded to assist refugees in Europe struggling to emigrate. Some organizations, like the American Friends Service Committee (the Quakers), divided their efforts between relief work like food distribution and medical care—where a little money could help many people—and helping individual refugees, where a lot of money might only assist a few. Others, like the Unitarian Service Committee and the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS), had types of refugees they preferred to assist: HIAS, like the JDC, was established to aid only Jews; the Unitarians preferred to aid people of some sort of renown. All of these organizations formed a loose network to prevent stepping on toes and duplicating efforts. Thanks to them, tens of thousands of refugees were able to escape.

			
			On September 1, 1939, Nazi Germany attacked Poland by land and air, beginning a war that had seemed inevitable for months. American civilians fled the Continent, while American diplomats wrote from Warsaw, “Continuing examination of such immigrants as reach Warsaw in order avoid disappointing persons.”

			When Nazi Germany turned west and invaded Denmark, the Netherlands, Belgium, and France the following spring, German Jews who had sought safety in these countries in the 1930s—including most of the passengers on the St. Louis—now found themselves under Nazi rule again. Many fled south and tried to escape over the French border to Spain and Portugal or across the Mediterranean to Casablanca. American relief organizations tried to reunite families and provide small amounts of money, clothing, and food. The efforts were emotionally stressful. One relief worker wrote home, “Day after day, men and women just sat at my desk and sobbed. They are caught and crushed, and they know it.”

			Between July 1, 1938, and June 30, 1940, the United States filled nearly every German quota slot available. Of the 54,740 German immigrant visas legally allowed under American immigration law over those two years, the State Department issued 54,725. The vast majority of these immigrants were Jewish. Passengers on vessels bound for the United States were asked to classify themselves by race, and until 1943 “Hebrew” was an option. From 1938 to 1940, 100,131 self-identified “Hebrews” immigrated to the United States. Most were refugees escaping persecution, and this figure is undoubtedly low, because many people persecuted as Jews under Nazi racial laws did not consider themselves “Hebrew.”

			June 30, 1940, marked the end of the quota year; on July 1, a new year’s allocation of quota slots became available. A few days earlier, a French-German armistice formally separated France into a Nazi-occupied zone in the north (which included Paris) and an unoccupied zone controlled by Nazi collaborators in the south, known as Vichy France. France had fallen in just six weeks. Americans saw its surrender as an unfathomable nightmare. The French army’s 117 divisions had mobilized 5 million men. The American army at that time numbered 269,023.

			
			To most Americans, only one explanation made sense: France must have been brought down from within—a fifth column of spies and saboteurs secretly working to ensure Nazi victory. Many made a connection between refugees seeking haven in the United States and spies wishing to do the country harm. So did the president. At a press conference in early June, Roosevelt told reporters,

			
				Now, of course, the refugee has got to be checked because, unfortunately, among the refugees there are some spies, as has been found in other countries. And not all of them are voluntary spies—it is rather a horrible story but in some of the other countries that refugees out of Germany have gone to, especially Jewish refugees, they have found a number of definitely proven spies…the refugee has left Germany and then has been told by the German Government, “You have got to conduct this particular spy work and if you don’t make your reports regularly back to some definite agent in the country you are going to—we are frightfully sorry, but your old father and mother will be taken out and shot.”

			

			

			—

			With fifth column hysteria sweeping the country, the State Department reexamined the procedures for screening refugees and issued new instructions to consular officers: “All applications for immigration visas must be examined with extreme care and during the present period of emergency no such visa should be issued if there is any doubt whatsoever concerning the alien.” Many refugees would now be disqualified, and “quotas against which there is a heavy demand will be under issued,” but national security had to come first. Immigration under the quotas of Nazi-occupied and collaborationist countries dropped 38 percent between 1940 and 1941, from 42,686 to 26,490.

			
			Even after the fall of France, when Great Britain stood virtually alone in opposition to Nazi Germany, many Americans did not want to get involved in the war. Congress authorized the nation’s first peacetime draft in September 1940 but mandated that none of the drafted boys would serve longer than a year, nor deploy outside the Western Hemisphere. In the absence of weaponry, many soldiers were trained using wooden sticks as guns. America was not mentally or physically equipped for war, and those opposing involvement wanted to defend the Americas, not save England. In the spring of 1941, Roosevelt and his allies struggled to pass Lend-Lease, even naming the bill “House Resolution 1776” to convince opponents that supplying Great Britain would not weaken American sovereignty. That September, Congress reauthorized the peacetime draft in a nail-biter: it passed by a single vote.

			The job of refugee advocates only got harder. Additional State Department scrutiny demanded more coordination and, for many refugees, led to more heartbreak. Officials began enforcing a new “relatives rule” in June 1941, rendering applicants with immediate family still in Nazi-occupied territory ineligible for visas. At the end of that month, the State Department suddenly announced that all applications now had to be approved by Interdepartmental Visa Review boards in Washington, due to national security concerns. Marjorie McClelland, who would soon move with her husband, Ross, to work in southern France, wrote to the Quakers from Rome, “All immigration to the U.S. stopped on June 30, thereby robbing many people of their hopes…Our office has served as a sort of mourning ground for these people. We can’t do a thing in the world to change the situation…and [it] almost breaks your heart.” American consulates in occupied territory closed entirely in mid-July 1941, cutting off thousands from access to the only diplomatic personnel who could have granted them visas.

			The only refugees who could still escape Europe were those who had already made it to ports in southern France, to Lisbon, or to Casablanca. The Atlantic remained a battleground as Nazi U-boats attacked ships indiscriminately, and America debated whether the country should participate in convoys delivering Lend-Lease supplies. Fewer and fewer passenger ships made the crossing: in June 1939, 123 ships arrived in New York harbor from all over Europe; in June 1941, only 12 appeared, almost all from Lisbon.

			
			Then, on a sunny Sunday morning in December, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, bringing the United States into the war. For most Americans, the plight of European Jews slipped entirely from view.

		

	
		
		
			
			2

			 

			Revelation

			DURING WORLD WAR II, Americans had no framework with which to understand the Nazis’ attempted annihilation of European Jews, and no word—not “Holocaust,” “Shoah,” or, until December 1944, “genocide”—to understand the crime. To them, rumors of villages being wiped out seemed a particularly brutal component of the war, and in war civilians die. Americans knew that Nazi ideology always held a special hatred for the Jews, so isolated stories about Jews being murdered were fathomable. But an actual extermination plan was not. It took time to realize that such stories were not only different—separate from wartime propaganda about the cruelty of the enemy—but also true.

			The disentangling of the two wars began in Geneva, Switzerland, in early August 1942, eight months after Pearl Harbor, while most of that country seemed to be on vacation. It was a Saturday morning, and the American vice-consul Howard Elting expected a quiet day. His boss was away like everyone else, and Elting likely planned to spend the day catching up on paperwork. Instead, that morning a young German Jew walked determinedly up to the iron double doors of the consulate at rue du Mont-Blanc 3—a beautiful old building just steps from the Rhône—and, taking some deep breaths, entered.

			Elting had never met Gerhart Riegner, the representative of the World Jewish Congress (WJC) in Switzerland, and he made an unforgettable first impression. Riegner, just thirty, was “in great agitation.” He had news, which he had heard indirectly from a prominent German businessman. After spending nearly a week mulling it over, Riegner wanted to send a clarion call to the world.

			
			The Nazis, Riegner told Elting, planned to exterminate the Jews. After gathering them together in the east—presumably in Poland—the Nazis would execute as many as four million people there, possibly with prussic acid. The murders would “permanently settle the Jewish question in Europe.” Within a few months, Riegner said, it will all be over.

			Elting believed him. They discussed how unfathomable the news seemed, but it also made recent reports of mass arrests—in Paris, Vienna, Berlin, prisoners placed in train cars, disappearing into the east—make sense. Roswell McClelland spent that same weekend making food packages in Les Milles for the train that would leave two days later.

			Riegner gave Elting a message to transmit to Washington, asking the State Department to give the news to Stephen Wise. Wise, the World Jewish Congress’s head, one of the most famous rabbis in America, and a Roosevelt supporter, would certainly persuade the Allies to act.

			Elting immediately transmitted the cable to the American legation in Bern. (At the time, some countries, like Switzerland, recognized U.S. legations headed by ministers, while others had ambassador-led embassies; the designations were virtually equivalent.) He added his own paragraph to the end of the report: “My personal opinion is that Riegner is a serious and balanced individual and that he would never have come to the Consulate with the above report if he had not had confidence in his informant’s reliability and if he did not seriously consider that the report might well contain an element of truth.”

			Minister Leland Harrison was not as convinced and added his own postscript before forwarding Riegner’s message to the United States: “The report has earmarks of war rumor inspired by fear and what is commonly understood to be the actually miserable condition of these refugees.” The situation was bad, Harrison thought, but not that bad.

			When the cable reached the State Department’s European desk on Tuesday afternoon, no one found the news as convincing as Elting had. Paul Culbertson, the division’s assistant chief, couldn’t “see any justification for them to have put this thing in a telegram.” He drafted a letter informing Wise, then crossed it all out. Elbridge Durbrow, Culbertson’s counterpart at the Eastern European desk, was equally dismissive, but exposed the true source of State’s reluctance. They should refuse to forward the message due to Harrison’s hesitations, the far-fetched nature of the allegation, and “the impossibility of our being of any assistance if such action [the murder of the Jews] were taken.” The Geneva consulate had to inform Riegner that due to the “unsubstantiated character of the information,” his cable would not be delivered to Wise.

			
			Riegner’s telegram might have died there, and the first news of a Nazi plan to exterminate the Jews would have come another way, at another time.

			But, as it happened, Gerhart Riegner also visited the British consulate.

			

			—

			His telegram arrived in New York, via London. The British Foreign Office, like the State Department, also debated forwarding it, but the World Jewish Congress’s representative in England happened to sit in Parliament. Getting caught keeping information from someone of his stature would be professional suicide. So at the end of August, the news of the Nazi plot finally reached Rabbi Wise.

			Like Riegner, Stephen Wise agonized for a few days before steeling himself to contact the State Department, specifically Undersecretary of State Sumner Welles. The rabbi had no idea that a duplicate message was already there, lost in a pile of papers on some desk, somewhere on the third floor.

			Undersecretary Sumner Welles was a model diplomat: independently wealthy, highly educated, impeccably connected—he had been a page at Franklin and Eleanor’s wedding—an aristocrat in an office that deeply valued such things. Welles often acted as a surrogate for the president, which is exactly why Stephen Wise needed him.

			Wise forwarded the text of Riegner’s cable and apologized for bothering Welles, explaining that the dire information demanded the intrusion. Welles called the next day, September 3, and promised to investigate Riegner’s report, asking the rabbi to postpone any public announcements until the State Department had confirmation. Then Welles left town on vacation. It would be late September, six weeks after Riegner walked into the Geneva consulate, before the State Department finally began to investigate whether the shocking news could be true.

			
			Two months later, two days before Thanksgiving, Sumner Welles, wearing a bespoke double-breasted suit, his light eyes darkened and face grave, ushered Stephen Wise and his son, James Waterman Wise, into the undersecretary’s office at the State Department. The three men sat down, and Welles picked up a small stack of papers with red seals on them. “Gentlemen, I hold in my hands documents which have come to me from our legation in Bern. I regret to tell you, Dr. Wise, that these confirm and justify your deepest fears.”

			To investigate, Welles had sent “triple priority”–level messages to Roosevelt’s representative at the Vatican, Myron Taylor, and to Minister Leland Harrison in Bern, asking for more information. Taylor first responded that the Vatican had only heard rumors of “severe measures against non-Aryans” but later forwarded a report from Warsaw forecasting “an early end to the extermination of Jews in Poland.” Harrison, initially a skeptic, became a believer as he learned more. In October, Riegner and his colleague Richard Lichtheim presented a lengthy report with statistics and witness testimony, which Harrison scanned in silence as the men sat uncomfortably. He asked a few questions about their sources, but he was convinced. Consul General Paul Squire in Geneva got confirmation from a German informant, nicknamed Frank, who claimed that the extermination order included both Jews and Poles, and secured a sworn statement from a Red Cross official about a Nazi proclamation ordering territories to be free from Jews.

			Wise already believed in Riegner’s information, but it still shocked him to hear Welles’s confirmation and to feel so powerless to stop the murders despite being just steps from the Oval Office. No account of the meeting between Wise and Welles exists in the State Department’s records, but Wise always claimed that the undersecretary urged him to publicize the information. The government wouldn’t do it, but the rabbi certainly could.

			Wise hurriedly called a small press conference before boarding a train from Union Station back to New York. None of the major newspapers had a reporter present, relying on the Associated Press for the story. Wise announced that the Nazis had murdered two million Jews and that he had State Department confirmation of the extermination plan. Most of Wise’s additional information, though, came from unofficial sources. Some of it was wrong: Wise claimed that the Nazis were injecting air bubbles into the bloodstream of the victims and using corpses to make war-vital commodities, neither of which was accurate. But the gist of the news was true and devastating.

			
			Jewish communities called for a international day of mourning. On December 2, 1942, thousands of people fasted and prayed for their loved ones who had been enveloped into the Nazis’ murderous shadow. Six days later, five Jewish men in similar dark chesterfield coats entered the White House for a meeting with the president. Wise had made the appointment, which began with the Orthodox rabbi Israel Rosenberg giving a benediction over the president, who seemed visibly moved. The men presented a petition, asking Roosevelt to warn the Nazis against committing atrocities, to appoint a commission to investigate the crimes, and to “take such action as will strike fear into the hearts of the enemies of civilization and at the same time bring hope and faith to their victims.” Roosevelt acknowledged the veracity of the reports and the difficulty of rescue, agreeing to issue a statement of warning and protest. But then his attention wandered onto the topic of political problems in North Africa.

			Around the time the confused Jewish leaders listened politely to Roosevelt opine, officials in the State Department’s European Division complained. Wise needed to “call off, or at least to tone down, the present worldwide publicity campaign,” one official wrote in a memo. Another grumbled that a public declaration condemning the atrocities would force “governments of the United Nations [to] expose themselves to increased pressure from all sides to do something more specific in order to aid these people.” He recommended removing any language that might give the impression that mass murder was actually occurring.

			Certainly not all State Department officials felt this way, but a small group, centered on the European and Visa Divisions, had wearied of what they perceived as the constant and impossible demands from refugee organizations and advocates. This group believed nothing could stop the Nazis from murdering the Jews except military victory, and any diversions from that effort were dangerous. These officials would spend 1943 trying to deflect protests and convince agitators that the State Department had done everything it could to help the Jews.

			

			—

			
			Less than two weeks after Roosevelt met with the Jewish leaders, the United States, the Soviet Union, the United Kingdom, the French National Committee, and eight governments in exile (Belgium, Czechoslovakia, Greece, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, and Yugoslavia) signed a joint declaration denouncing Nazi mass murder. The text included explicit detail about the “bloody cruelties,” noted that multiple sources had confirmed the information, and pledged to punish the perpetrators of “this bestial policy of cold-blooded extermination.”

			At this point, issuing a strongly worded warning seemed to be all the United States could do. On November 8, while Welles was still gathering information, British and American amphibious forces landed on the shores of Algeria and Morocco. Operation Torch, the plan to force the Nazis from North Africa and take back the Mediterranean, had begun. The ultimately successful landings exposed serious weaknesses in American training and military preparedness. The United States remained unready for the demands of this war. In retaliation, German forces swarmed south, occupying Vichy France. American diplomats, reporters, and relief workers, including the AFSC staff, were arrested and imprisoned in Nazi Germany. The United States had little leverage to demand their release.

			At the moment the United States confirmed the Nazi plan to exterminate the Jews, the Americans had never been so far away.
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			John Pehle

			JOHN PEHLE LIKED TO keep his desk clear. The Treasury Department staff was under standing order that all correspondence addressed to Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau Jr. needed an answer or acknowledgment within forty-eight hours. Nothing languished; nothing slipped through the cracks. Pehle’s in-box stayed perpetually at zero.

			Born in Minneapolis in 1909, John was Otto and Agnes Pehle’s eldest son, the second of their four children. Like many Americans, the Pehles did not have deep roots in the United States. Otto had emigrated from Braunschweig, Germany, as a young teenager, while Agnes was the daughter of Swedish immigrants. The Pehle family spent most of John’s childhood in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, and his teenage years in Omaha, where Otto worked in the oil industry. After earning an English degree from nearby Creighton College, John moved away to Yale for law school. There, he encountered two pivotal figures in his life: Professor Thurman Arnold, his mentor, and, on a blind date, Francha Elser, his future wife. Arnold was a pioneer of legal realism, a legal philosophy advocating that lawyers needed to identify and account for the personal and systemic biases, prejudices, and nuances that led to injustice. In a 1944 interview, Pehle credited Arnold with “influencing his general philosophy of government and law more than any other person” with whom he had come in contact.

			Even before graduation in 1935, Pehle moved to Washington to join other legal realists at the Treasury Department, bringing his new wife along. Francha came from a vastly different background from John’s: a woman getting an expensive Yale studio art degree during the Depression gives a hint of her family’s social status. Her father had been a professor at Cornell Medical School, and Francha enjoyed a comfortable lifestyle. She loved dancing, painting, and fashion. She made John laugh, and they settled into a happy life in Washington—living first in the Virginia suburbs, then at their log cabin house in Maryland, which had served as a tearoom during the Wilson administration. There John planted big beds of asparagus in their large backyard, and Francha, with the help of household staff, cared for their son, John junior, born in 1939, and planned for a new baby, due in the late summer of 1943.

			
			John Pehle thrived at Treasury, where young workers were trusted with vast responsibilities. At just thirty, he was promoted to become an assistant to the secretary, and in 1940 he became the head of the new Foreign Funds Control department. He and his staff froze $8 billion in accounts and assets associated with foreign individuals, corporations, and governments, all to deprive the enemy of any benefit to their war effort. Foreign Funds was economically fighting the war long before Pearl Harbor and by early 1942 controlled the resources of more than thirty-five countries, including almost all of continental Europe and much of Asia. Sometimes the job could be exciting—Treasury employees spiriting gold bullion out of the Philippines by submarine—but mostly it was just careful detective work and lots of form letters.

			

			—

			June 25, 1943, was a swampy, sweltering Friday in the middle of a Washington heat wave. The fans ran full blast as government workers, maintaining formality in suits and ties, sweated, smoked, and cursed. Pehle’s office was on the fifth floor of the brick Sloane building, a furniture store with Treasury Department offices above, an outpost three blocks from the main headquarters. The heat and noise radiated up from the corner below, and Pehle added the smoke from his ever-present pipe to the heavy air.

			At some point that day, Bernard Meltzer contacted Pehle with a proposal that would ultimately change his life. Meltzer, Foreign Funds Control’s State Department liaison, was passing along an idea the World Jewish Congress received from its Geneva representative, a man called Gerhart Riegner. Riegner thought he could save the lives of Jews trapped in Romania and France, but to do it, he needed the support of the American government, Treasury in particular.

			
			Pehle would not have recognized Riegner’s name or known of his role in notifying the Allies of the ongoing extermination of the Jews. If Pehle knew anything about Nazi atrocities at all, it was confined to what he read in newspapers and magazines. It’s hard to say whether he believed what he heard or thought it might just be anti-Nazi propaganda; as of January 1943, fewer than half of Americans polled could imagine the Nazis had murdered two million Jews.

			At first, Gerhart Riegner’s proposal seemed similar to other requests coming into the Foreign Funds Control’s offices that summer. Only four days earlier, Pehle had rejected a plea from the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee to send money to a relief organization in Italy because “similar proposals which this Department has received have been consistently denied…it would be decidedly inconsistent with this Government’s present position on such matters” to authorize the JDC’s actions. It was the standard line, and Pehle’s job to deliver it. But Riegner’s request was different.

			Riegner had cabled his appeal to the World Jewish Congress in mid-April 1943, and American diplomats in Switzerland met with him several times over the next two months to go over all the details. By late June, Bernard Meltzer felt ready to send Riegner’s proposal over for Pehle’s review.

			Because Foreign Funds Control monitored international financial transactions, Pehle’s office had to approve any relief money sent into Europe. Organizations had to obtain a U.S. government license, basically an official permission slip. Treasury staff issued licenses only after they were satisfied the transaction would not hurt the war effort. Licenses were highly technical, spelling out a specific amount of money, exactly what it could be used for, and all the rules and regulations the relief workers had to follow. Licenses were also very hard to get, especially in 1943, due to the war’s uncertain outcome and the lack of practical rescue plans.

			Riegner wanted to send relief into both Romania and France. Jews deported to Transnistria, a desolate area between the Bug and the Dniester Rivers in southern Romania, desperately needed clothing. With a license, Riegner thought he could secure a loan to buy and distribute some before the weather grew cold again. Riegner proposed that if the World Jewish Congress deposited money in a bank account in Switzerland or in the United States, he could show the local lenders that the money had arrived, payable to them after the war. That way, Riegner wasn’t technically sending any money into enemy territory.

			
			Riegner also realized he could save lives by helping children in hiding in France to escape over the border to Spain or Switzerland. This plan was a bit more complicated, because he would need to send French currency into France, and the Swiss banks wouldn’t exchange any money for him. But if he could find someone in Switzerland who had French francs, he could exchange the money privately.

			Nervous about two different funding proposals, Minister Leland Harrison wrote from Switzerland that the money would be impossible to monitor, so some of it might end up in enemy hands. Plus, Riegner needed to communicate with people in Nazi-occupied territory, something an American organization’s representative was forbidden to do. Pehle was well aware of the challenges. These were exactly the reasons most licenses were denied, why the standard line read, “Current prohibitions against financial or commercial arrangements with enemy territory cannot be relaxed.”

			Pehle met Dr. Nahum Goldmann and James Waterman Wise of the World Jewish Congress on July 1 and doubted he could ever approve Riegner’s plans. The two men gave him the impression that the Romanian money would really be used to bribe officials with $170,000 to permit the escape of seventy thousand refugees. A ransom scheme, Pehle wrote, was “very troublesome.”

			After Meltzer shared a cable confirming that the Red Cross would be involved in Riegner’s project in Romania—this was no ransom scheme—Pehle came around. He decided that “Treasury’s approval can be obtained in view of the humanitarian considerations involved provided that the scheme proved to be workable and no foreign exchange is made available to occupied territories during the war.” Meltzer, mildly annoyed, pointed out that Pehle’s yes had a lot of caveats. In particular, how could they know Riegner’s scheme was workable before he tried it? Pehle honestly still wasn’t sure but took a deep breath and finally told Meltzer that as long as money wasn’t sent into enemy territory, Treasury would approve the license.

			
			Pehle stressed that Treasury’s approval—for now—could only be for the evacuation plans, helping children in hiding in France to escape over the mountains to Spain or Switzerland or assisting refugees in Romania to get to Palestine, nothing resembling ransom schemes. The purchase of relief goods intended for enemy territory would have to wait until Treasury had more details. Meltzer wrote in his memo of their conversation, “This can undoubtedly be worked out as soon as the scheme becomes a little more concrete.”

			

			—

			Bernard Meltzer was unlike most of his colleagues at the State Department. He was Jewish, first of all, in his late twenties, and the son of Russian immigrants. Meltzer held law degrees from the University of Chicago and Harvard. He was, according to the dean of the University of Chicago Law School, “too independent a cuss to be a government clerk.”

			His independence certainly stood out at State. The State Department was built on bureaucracy. While the rest of Washington hurried, forever changed first by the New Deal and now by the war, the State Department stayed largely aloof and unaffected, still a club of Harvard and Groton graduates who enjoyed the same gossip at the same parties with the same people, no matter where they were in the world. As one 1942 critic put it, the State Department remained steeped in a “faded and moth-eaten tradition of Victorian diplomacy…a tradition of rules, of amorality within the prescribed bounds of international law.” Even architecture set the State Department apart: the offices were just to the west of the White House in an elaborate building with tiers and a mansard roof, a mix of white and purple gray, all pediment and ornament and portico. The building looked fussy, a relic from another time—just like most of the men who worked there.

			Assistant Secretary of State Breckinridge Long—who went by “Breckinridge” or “Breck” rather than his given name, Samuel—fit in well. He came from a distinguished family and had a Princeton education and a stable of pedigreed racehorses. He had been a third assistant secretary of state in the Wilson administration, befriending the then assistant secretary of the navy, Franklin Roosevelt. He raised funds for Roosevelt’s election and was rewarded with an ambassadorship, remaining in Mussolini’s Italy until 1936, when he resigned, supposedly for health reasons but also, possibly, because he held a too-friendly view of Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia. Roosevelt called again in September 1939 at the outbreak of war, and Long joined the State Department to head a section called Special War Problems, which—much to his dismay—included the oversight of the Visa Division and with it matters related to refugees.

			
			Over his nearly four years at the State Department, Long had gathered a staff of like-minded men, united in the prewar years by their concern over spies and saboteurs sneaking into the United States, and after Pearl Harbor by their desire to remain focused on winning the war, not on what they considered humanitarian diversions. They were constantly suspicious of the Jewish organizations advocating relief and rescue. In September 1942, at the same time Welles began to investigate Riegner’s news, State Department officers read an extensive report from the Office of Censorship that identified many of the Jewish relief organizations, including the World Jewish Congress, as “tricky, deceitful, and absolutely unreliable. Those charged with the national security cannot afford under any circumstances to predicate their actions upon any representations or statements made by any of these groups.”

			R. Borden Reams, a member of Breckinridge Long’s staff, didn’t care that Treasury supported the Riegner plan. Even as its supposed refugee expert, Reams was responsible for some of the most odious opinions captured in State Department memos. He had called Riegner’s August 1942 telegram “fantastic[al].” He had been a voice advocating for Stephen Wise to “call off, or at least tone down his present worldwide publicity campaign about ‘mass murders’ ” and had debated whether the December 1942 Allied declaration actually had to acknowledge the Nazi extermination plot. Unsurprisingly, he didn’t think Riegner’s license was a good idea. It had no chance of success, he reiterated again and again to Meltzer, and therefore State should not approve transmitting any funds, even if the money would sit in blocked accounts in Switzerland. Besides, he claimed, “negotiations with the various governments on refugee evacuation were proceeding and…success might be prejudiced” if Nazi-collaborating officials saw an opportunity to receive bribes from Riegner instead.

			
			Reams knew better than anyone that the supposed negotiations were hardly proceeding. Months earlier, he had opened a conference between British and American delegates to discuss refugee concerns at the posh Horizons resort on the north shores of Bermuda. In the wake of the December 1942 declaration, there had been enough public pressure advocating some sort of Allied response to the murder of the Jews—rallies, letters, even a star-studded spectacle titled We Will Never Die told largely from the perspective of the dead, which sold out Madison Square Garden twice and toured throughout the country—that the American and British governments had to show some action. Long had suggested a conference in Bermuda, a British territory where press could be controlled—a clear indication that the meetings were primarily a public relations gesture.

			None of the State Department–selected American delegates (Representative Sol Bloom, Senator Scott Lucas, and Princeton University president Harold Dodds) knew anything about refugee policy, and all had been given explicit instructions. If they forgot these instructions, Reams stayed in Bermuda to remind them. They could not pledge any American money for relief, promise any food or clothing shipments, or propose bringing refugees to the United States. They should push for a meeting of the Intergovernmental Committee, the international organization established after the Évian Conference in 1938 that had not formally met for three and a half years. And they should definitely feel free to remind the British that Congress had no plans to expand the American immigration quotas, which were already “the most liberal of any nation in the world.”

			Even to outsiders, it was obvious that the conference would accomplish very little. Freda Kirchwey, the editor of the Nation, wrote that it represented “nothing but a series of excuses for the failure of the British and American governments to do anything effective to rescue the victims of Hitler’s terror who still remain alive.” The Washington Post complained in an editorial, “Hitler’s mass executioners will not wait while the delegates at Bermuda carry on their exploratory consultations, arrange for committees and subcommittees, pile up mountains of statistics and do nothing.”

			
			The Washington Post was right. The executioners were not waiting. Just as the delegates were settling into the beachside resort forty-three hundred miles away, Nazi troops and police entered the Warsaw ghetto to round up almost all the seventy thousand remaining inhabitants for the gas chambers in Treblinka and Majdanek. The Nazis planned for a quick action—no more than three days to force everyone on trains. Instead, brave Jewish underground fighters coordinated a guerrilla uprising, using makeshift weapons to hold off the Nazis for nearly a month. Americans read about the battles in Warsaw as the delegates in Bermuda gave bland quotations to the few journalists permitted there. By the time the We Will Never Die pageant reached the Hollywood Bowl in July, the show included a new portion: “The Hymn of the Ghetto.”

			On the last full day of the Bermuda Conference, the delegates released a joint statement, just to say that the discussions would remain confidential.

			The same group that had staged We Will Never Die issued a full-page newspaper ad in the New York Times: “To 5,000,000 Jews in the Nazi Death-Trap Bermuda Was a Cruel Mockery! Wretched, doomed victims of Hitler’s tyranny!…You have cherished an illusion. Your hopes have been in
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