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World WarIlwas a brutal war thatkilled millions of soldiers. It was
not just trained menthat carried gunswholost their lives. Jewishpeople were
murdered inmassesby German Nazis in concentration camps allover
Europe. To address thismass extermination President Franklin Delano
Roosevelt set down Executive Order 9417, which created the W ar Refugee
Board. This board wasin charge of helping the Jewish victims by means of
rescue, maintenance, and providing temporary havens for refuge. Despiteits
designated mission the W ar Refugee Board wasineffective in Holocaust
reliefbecause of poor timing, political games, its lack of refugee shelters, and
outside obstacles.

World WarIThad been raging for almost five years when, on
January 22,1944, President Rooseveltissued Executive Order 9417 creating
the War Refugee Board.! The poor timing of the Board’s creationwas
important, in many ways, towhy it failed in Holocaust relief. The United
States Governmentreceived informationin August 1942 describing the
Nazis intentions to exterminate three and a half to four million Jewish
peoplelater thatfall2 Even with the knowledge that millions of people
would face certain deathby “prussicacid,” the governmentignored this
warning, taking no executive action for prevention.?
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A lot of the slow movement within the United States government
stemmed from heavy feelings of anti-Semitismin the United States asa
whole. Anti-Semitism had climbed to very highlevelsin the 1930sand
reached itshistoric peak in the United States in 1944.¢ There w ere hundreds
of anti-Semitic groups, many of which published pamphlets, posters, and
post cards promoting anti-Semiticfeelings. Thisliterature could be found
almost anywhere from subway stations to schools.s

These anti-Semiticfeelings were strongly linked with restrictionist
ideals of the time. Restrictionists wanted tighter control on immigration,
many people wanting to end immigration completely. Thisidea really began
totakehold after World WarIand only grew more once the Great
Depression set in. People felt that immigrants and/or refugeesbroughtinto
the United States would only usurpjobs from hard w orking unemployed
Americans.s This viewpoint was widely accepted by the public. Strong
currentsof nativismreinforced this after World Warl, where Americans
wanted “100 percent Americanism,” in other words, native workers only.”
These feelings werenot only widespread among Americans, but were
spearheaded by two very influential groups, The Daughters of the American
Revolution(DARand The Veteransof Foreign Wars (VFW. There were at
least fifteen other smaller organizations that shared these same restrictionist
feelings. All fifteen organizations with the DAR and VFW totaled over two
and a half million people wanting tighter restrictions on Americanborders.s

Even with theseideas present withthe public, why did President
Roosevelt or his advisors not push for Holocaust relief sooner, especially
with the knowledge that so many people were dying? Why did overa year
go by before anything was done? The mainand most prominent reason
stems directly from politics. Roosevelt had full support of the AmericanJews
since the New Deal wentinto place. In their eyeshe could donowrong,.
Oneliberal Congressman at the time compared Roosevelttoa “modern
Moses” except unlike the biblical Moses, American Jew snever lost their faith
in Roosevelt.10Since it was not politically necessary to help the Jews
suffering at the hands of the Nazis, Rooseveltleft the wholeissue alone.
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Some historians place a lot of blame on thelack of urgency fromthe American
Jews whenit came to their suffering brethren overseas. They claim thata
push at the Presidential Administration, demanding that they dosomething
tohelp would have forced Roosevelt's handin the matter and the War
Refugee Board wouldhave come about sooner."

While prevalent anti-Semitism, restrictionism, and political goals
played alargerolein thelateness of the W ar Refugee Board’s creation, it was
not the only reason. President Roosevelt was determined to end the war with
an ultimate Allied victory. Withthe Allied victory would come the freedom
of the Jewish people enslaved and for ced into death camps. The problem
with that thought process was that Hitler wasnot waiting for an Allied
victory before he began exterminating millions.?2 “[Hitler’s] grim
executioners, working day and night, reaped a bloody harvest.”3This
“harvest” goes on while the United States governmentsat by and did
nothing. It was because of these two problems, lack of American Jewish
supportand the win-first, savelateridea, that the Board’s creation wasnot
considered until very latein the war. It was thislack of help and reliefearly
on that played abigrolein War Refugee Board’s inability tobe successful.

When President Roosevelt finally gave the executive order it was not
because there wasan urgency to help the Jewish people, but rather tosave
face for the government. The Secretary of the United States Treasury, Henry
Morgenthau Jr.,had neverbeen anadvocate of the United States getting
involved on behalf of the Jewish victims overseas. In December 1943 he
became aware that Breckinridge Long, the Secretary in charge of the Visa
Division in the U.S. State Department, had beenintentionally dragging his
feet withthe Riegner plan, whichhadbeen created by the World Jewish
Congress in Geneva, Switzerland. The planinvolved American cooperation
topossibly save up 70,000 Romanian and Italian Jews.* Long and his
subordinates prevented the planfrom coming to fruition for over eight
months, even after President Roosevelt gave hisapproval of the plan.
Morgenthau was outraged and feared this knowledge would get out and
causerumorsof anti-Semitismin the State Department to circulate. With the
upcoming year being an election year rumorslike that could puta dentin
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Roosevelt’s AmericanJewishsupporters.’*It was the fear of a potential
scandaland the play of the political game that forced the hand of President,
leadingto the creation of the W ar Refugee Board and another reason it was
unsuccessful —it was created for the wrong reasons.

Once the Board wasunder full operationat theend of January 1944,
they soughttoset anexample for the other allied countries inhope they
would create similar councils to aid in Holocaustrelief. Overall, the
government wasnot interestedin helping the Jews, but more for hoping
their example would incite others to provide the necessary means for
rescuing them. On June 9, 1944, President Rooseveltannounced that Fort
OntarioinOswego, New York wouldbeused as a safe haven for persecuted
Jewsbroughtin fromItaly. Roosevelt was very hesitant about doing this with
theheavy feelings of restrictionismin the country, especially with it being an
election year. He wanted to tread carefully and notrisk any potential blows
tothe polls. Several members of Congress were adamant about the creation
of the shelter and in the end Rooseveltrelented.:¢

Therefugees arrivedin August1944. There werea littleless than
1000 in their group, whichincluded men, w omen, and children. These
people werehand-picked fromtherefugeesin Italy where the Allies were
now in control. On the whole, the people who were brought to Fort Oswego
did not even make up ten percent of the Jewish people who were seeking
refugein Europe. Hungary alone had provided refuge for close toone
million Jewsover the course of the war.”” A New York Times reporter asked
PresidentRoosevelt specifically if the “1000limitation applied to one group
or tothetotal tobereceived in the United States” and Roosevelt’s reply was
“thatis all.”’s While this answer was a little unclear at the time, it became
clear quickly. Thelessthan 1000 refugeesbrought to Fort Oswego, New York
would be the only Jewishrefugees toreceive sanctuary in the United States
during WWIL Britainnever setup a similar agency to help refugees.1

While the War Refugee Board failed in many aspects, it did makean
effort tohelp the Jewish prisonersin othersways, but time and againit ran
into outside obstacles. The Board itself could not just walk into Nazi
occupied Europe and help the persecuted people. There w ere numerous
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other support groupsand countriesinvolved that had to give their support
in order for thingstohappen. In July 1944 the World Jewish Congress in
Geneva, Switzerlandsent downa firsthand account of the horrors going on
in the concentration camps of Auchwitzand Birkenau. At theend of the
recount the organization requested the United States” help in getting Pope
Pius XII'to denounce the Nazi's actions. The World Jewish Congressand the
War Refugee Board wereboth certain this would have a great effect on
Catholic populations all over Europe, though inspite of the Board’s
continuous efforts to persuade the Vatican hierarchy to condemn Nazi
actions, they refused.20

The World Jewish Congress also requested that the crematoria, gas
chambers, and railroadsleading to Auschwitzbebombed.?! This tactic was
highly considered by the W ar Refugee Board. This action would prevent the
Nazis from transporting or disposing of the bodies, which would discourage
them from killing any more people untilnew railwaysand crematoria could
be constructed. The War Department rejected thisidea altogether on the
grounds that the military would only providerescue torefugeesifit
ultimately would aidin allied victory.22

Theblockade policy was another major roadblock for the War
Refugee Board. This British policy prevented any allied movement of supplies
into German occupied Europe. Theidea behind this strategy wasan
intelligent one. Thiskept any andall possible supplies out of Nazi hands
was important toward thebig picture goal in ending the war. This plan did
not factor in the people suffering in concentration campsand made it
extremely hard for the Alliesto move any suppliesto Nazi war victims. To
circumvent this issue the War Refugee Board provided the International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) with $100,000 in January 1944 for
supplies. The ICRC could use thismoney to buy supplies from places within
in Europe. The agency was pleased toreceive the money, butat the same
time it was difficult for them tolocate adequate amounts of supplies for
concentration camp relief within Europe, which caused a considerablehang
up on both ends. The United States would not provide any supplies because
of theblockade policy and the ICRChad troublelocating suppliesin Europe
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they could purchase.?? It took some time, but eventually the ICRC found and
adequate amountof supplies in Hungary and got authorization to use the
money providedby the War Refugee Board. In March 1944 German troops
occupied Hungary, therefore no supply purchases were made.2* At this point
the plan to transfer relief food and supplies began to unravel. Both the
United Statesand Great Britain were slow to make any approvals on buying
aid from anywhere else and with the blockade there werenot many

options.?®

On top of theblockade the support of Great Britain in our rescue
endeavorswas very important to the United States. Winston Churchill
argued very strongly against any major relief program implementation. His
feared thatany kind of refugee rescue operations or movement inside
German-occupied Europe would ultimately hamper Operation Overlord.2s
There wasalso a certainfear of embarrassment on both Allied sides when it
came torescue operations. Both the United States and Great Britain were
adamant aboutno full-scale plans torescue any of the Jewish people. This
would require troops and supplies for a battle the Allies knew they were
certaintolose. Neither of the Allies wanted to take the chance of a significant
loss. The repercussions of the loss could have negatively affected their war
efforts and that wasnot a risk they were willing to take.”

While the Alliesrefused to make any effortsin big rescue operations,
they did make requests fromneutralnations. Typically their requestshad to
bebartered and argued over for some time, butin this instance the Swedish
complied. In July 1944, the Swedish foreign minister sent Raoul Wallenberg, a
Swedishdiplomat, to Budapest, Hungary, thelast surviving Jewish
community in Europe. Over 400,000 Jewish Budapest residents had been
deported fromMay to June 1944 to Auschwitz concentration camp where
they werekilled. Wallenberg's presence could not bring those peopleback,
but he did successfully prevent the Nazis from taking over 120,000 Jewish
Budapest residentsby the time the Soviet Union occupied Hungary in 1945.
Wallenberg was very skilled and tactical at
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thwarting the German plans of deportation by issuing Swedish protective
passes that prevented the holders frombeing deported to death camps. He
acquired numerousbuildings around Budapestand placed signsin front of
them claiming they were Swedish Libraries or some other affiliation with the
neutralcountry.z At therequest of the War Refugee Board and the United
States government Wallenberg was able to save more than 100,0001ives,
though over 500,000 Hungarian Jewishwould die before the war’s end.

Whilebigrelief operations were off the table, some individualized
relief missions were taken on by theboard. In May 1944 a member of the
War Refugee Board became aware of Mrs.Ida Schleifer’s persistent
bombardment of the State Department. Mrs. Schleifer and her husband were
Romanian Jewswho came to New York early in the war and left their
children behind withrelatives.?? They tried to move their children once they
weresettled, butby thenthe United States had entered the warandany
attemptstoextract the children out of fascist Romania were unsuccessful. The
War Refugee Board decided to take on this pleafor help as a “test
case.”30 The Schleifer’s weren’t the only family members of persecuted people
overseas who wererequesting sanctuary for theirloved ones, but they were
established in the United States and were very capable of providing for their
children. This meant that there waslittle chance of the children falling under
as “publiccharges” or becoming wards of the state. In other words, there was
little risk for the governmentif this test case became successful.>!

Like everything else working with any sort of relief operation in
Europe the Board hadto go througha longlist of steps and deal with all
different countries and agencies. British authorities approved six certificates
tobecharged against the 1939 White Paper Quotaso that the children, along
with their twoguardians could immigrate to Palestine, currently under
Britishcontrol. 32 The British offered no safe passage in thisregardand the
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children had to make their ownway with thehelpofillegal agencies. Before
they could attempt to move them from Romania, they alsohad tohave
approval and authorization of transit visas fromneutral Turkey, whowas to
play the middle stopping point for the family on their way to Palestine.3
Turkey did not want to any more refugees passing through their country
than previously agreed and denied this request. The W ar Refugee Board
responded withstrong requests that the Turkish government change their
mind. They reluctantly complied.3

Just days before the children were able toleave Romania for Turkey,
OperationOverlordhad come to passandhad been a success for the Allies.
Turkey brokeits neutral obligations with Germany and expected retaliation
from the Nazis. Thisled the Turkish government to close their ports, thus
the Schleifer childrenwere trappedin Romania unable to make passage to
Turkey. After severaldays, Turkey finally gave permission to three refugee
boats in Romaniafor passage to Turkey. There wasonly room left on one
ship for two of the Schleifer children, the twogirlsages eleven and seven.
The twoolder boysstayed behind with their guardians. The day after the
girls’ ship set sail, the ship was attacked by a Nazisubmarine. The crew
abandoned the shipleaving close to three hundred refugees below deck,
most of whom were children. The ship caught fire, burning most of the
refugees to death. Only five survived and the two girlswerenotamong
them. Further complications proceeded to follow whenRomania surrendered
totheSoviet Union in late August. It looked as if the remaining children
would be forbiddento emigrate after all. Ultimately they gained passage to
Turkey and then Palestine in October 1944. It is presumed that they were
reunited with their parentsat some pointafter this, but thereis no official
War Refugee Board documentation on what ultimately happened to the
children and their parents.>* The case of the Schleifer children was the only
specialized case thatthe War Refugee Board became involved with and while
the Board worked tirelessly in the rescue of the children, the process
was long, drawnout, flawed, and mostly unsuccessful ashalf of the children
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perished. Thiswas further proof for the U.S. and Great Britain thata full-
scalerescue of thousands would be a disaster.

The War Refugee Boardwas, in a big picture view of thewar,
unsuccessful. It was created barely a year before the end of the warand not
even with the good intention of saving thelives of innocent people, but
instead to meet political goals in anelection year. Much of the Board's efforts
were for show with intentions of enticing othersinstead of actually trying to
help people. When the Board did try to make progress with providing
provisionsor rescuing a few children, they found themselves constantly
stalled by outside forces. And while they made requests of neutral countries
tosend diplomats, the number of peoplesaved, around 121,000 total,
amounted toless than two percent of the six million that were slaughtered at
thehands of the Nazis. 3¢ At theend of the day the Allied forces prevailed, at
least on paper, but withstatisticslike these, did anyonereally win?
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