FDR AND THE HOLOCAUST
Whether Franklin Roosevelt should have or could have done more to rescue European Jews
and to stop Hitler’s killing machine is a question that will likely be debated by historians for
decades to come.
Some scholars have criticized President Roosevelt for his approach to refugee issues prior to
and during World War II, and he is even accused of having pursued misguided policies and of
being indifferent to the Holocaust.
Others insist that such assessments fail to account adequately for the American public’s pre-war
isolationism and anti-Semitism, strict immigration and quota laws that enjoyed wide public and
Congressional support, and military practicalities that—for much of the war—limited the Allies’
ability to reach Jews trapped deep behind enemy lines.
In 1942, as details of Hitler’s Final Solution reached the Allies, it was difficult for the public and
many government officials to grasp the extent and significance of the Nazis’ systematic,
mechanized killing. In a December 13, 1942 radio broadcast listened to by millions, popular
newsman Edward R. Murrow described “a horror beyond what imagination can grasp . . . there
are no longer ‘concentration camps’—we must speak now only of ‘extermination camps.’”
On December 17, 1942, the United States joined ten other Allied governments in issuing a
solemn public declaration condemning Nazi Germany’s “bestial policy of cold-blooded
extermination” of the Jews. The American Congress and the British Parliament stood in silence
on that date to mourn what was happening to the Jews and pray for the strength needed to
defeat the Nazis.
Roosevelt believed that the surest way to stop the killing of innocent civilians was to defeat
Hitler’s Germany as quickly and decisively as possible. Critics say that FDR’s “win the war”
approach did not address the possibility that significant numbers of Jews could be rescued.
In January 1944, after learning from Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau, Jr. that the State
Department was obstructing rescue efforts, Roosevelt established the War Refugee Board to
coordinate governmental and private efforts to rescue those who might still be saved. The
Board is credited with saving at least 200,000 Jews. Critics argue that if FDR had acted earlier,
and more boldly, even more lives could have been saved.
The documents contained in this selection are from the collections of the Franklin D. Roosevelt
Presidential Library and Museum and are intended to reflect the many sides of this issue.
“I feel that more might have been done but I am also aware that there were many factors in the
rescue situation which were simply beyond the Roosevelt Administration’s control. Not the least
of these was Berlin’s determination to liquidate the Jews and the great difficulty of assigning to a
modern nation-state a humanitarian mission to rescue a foreign minority for which it had no
legal responsibility. It is a moral and humanitarian response we seek from the Roosevelt
Administration. Such responses are rare in history and practically nonexistent during wartime.”
Henry L. Feingold
The Politics of Rescue: The Roosevelt Administration and the Holocaust, 1938-1945
(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1970).

“Authenticated information that the Nazis were systematically exterminating European Jewry
was made public in the United States in November 1942. President Roosevelt did nothing
about the mass murder for fourteen months, then moved only because he was confronted with
political pressures he could not avoid and because his administration stood on the brink of a
nasty scandal over its rescue policies. . . . Franklin Roosevelt’s indifference to so momentous an
historical event as the systematic annihilation of European Jewry emerges as the worst failure
of his presidency.”
David S. Wyman
The Abandonment of the Jews: America and the Holocaust, 1941-1945
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1984).

“How ironic that our greatest president of this century—the man Hitler hated most, the leader
constantly derided by the anti-Semites, vilified by Goebbels as a ‘mentally ill cripple’ and as ‘that
Jew Rosenfeld,’ violently attacked by the isolationist press—how ironic that he should be faulted
for being indifferent to the genocide. For all of us, the shadow of doubt that enough was not
done will always remain, even if there was little more that could have been done. But it is the
killers who bear the responsibility for their deeds. To say that ‘we are all guilty’ allows the truly
guilty to avoid that responsibility. We must remember for all the days of our lives that it was
Hitler who imagined the Holocaust and the Nazis who carried it out. We were not their
accomplices. We destroyed them.”
Amb. William J. vanden Heuvel
Keynote Address, Fifth Annual Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt Distinguished Lecture, held
October 17, 1996, at Roosevelt University, Chicago, Illinois.

“With almost sixty years of hindsight, Roosevelt’s silence [about the plight of European Jews]
seems a strange lapse in the record of a President who normally spoke to Americans on grave
world issues with courage, candor and foresight. That lapse is underscored by Roosevelt’s
lateness in pushing his officials to save Jewish refugees and his reluctance to seriously
entertain whether bombing Auschwitz might save some of Hitler’s intended victims without
postponing victory in Europe.”
Michael Beschloss
The Conquerors: Roosevelt, Truman and the Destruction of Hitler’s Germany, 1941-45
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 2002).

Document #1:
Letter, FDR to New York Governor Herbert Lehman, November 13, 1935:
Throughout the 1930s, President Roosevelt was kept informed of the growing refugee crisis in Europe by
political leaders with ties to the American Jewish community, including New York Governor Herbert
Lehman. Through these contacts, Roosevelt also learned that the strict immigration quotas in place at
the time were not being fully or fairly administered by his own State Department. In this November 13,
1935 letter, the President advises Lehman of the results of his own examination of the visa issue, the
legal limitations imposed by the Immigration Act of 1924, and his instruction to the State Department that
German Jews applying for visas were to be given “the most generous and favorable treatment possible
under the laws of this country.” (President’s Official File 133: Immigration, 1933-35, Box 1).

Document #2:
Memorandum for Miss LeHand from Stephen Early, November 13, 1936:
Because of the country’s isolationism and the immigration laws in place in the mid-1930s, President
Roosevelt often felt constrained in taking a more proactive stance with regard to European refugees. In
this November 13, 1936 memorandum for the President’s private secretary Missy LeHand, Press
Secretary Stephen Early recommends that the President resist the temptation to issue a requested
appeal on behalf of persecuted Christians in Germany. Such an appeal, in the opinion of Early and the
State Department, would be an inappropriate expression of the President’s preference for one group of
refugees over others. The President indicates his acceptance of Early’s recommendation at the bottom
of the memo. (President’s Official File 133: Immigration, 1936-1941, Box 1).

Documents #3 and #4:
KRISTALLNACHT:
On the night of November 9-10, 1938, the Nazi Party escalated its organized persecution of German and
Austrian Jews in what has become known as Kristallnacht, or the Night of the Broken Glass. In the
course of just a few hours, 815 shops, 171 homes, and 76 synagogues were destroyed; an additional 191
synagogues were set on fire; 36 Jews were murdered, another 36 seriously injured, and some 20,000
were arrested and sent to concentration camps.
Document #3: Letter, Benjamin V. Cohen to Missy LeHand, November 10, 1938: In this letter to the
President’s private secretary Missy LeHand, longtime FDR adviser Benjamin V. Cohen relays an urgent
message from Rabbi Stephen Wise, a prominent leader of the American Jewish community, about the
first hand reports he is receiving about the events of Kristallnacht. (President’s Official File 198:
Germany, 1935-1938, Box 1).

Document #4: Draft Statement by the President, November 15, 1938: When the reports of the Nazi
violence were confirmed, the President drafted this statement expressing his outrage at Kristallnacht and
recalling the American ambassador to Germany. The changes and additions are in the President’s own
hand, and the final message was approved by Secretary of State Cordell Hull who placed his initials in
the lower right hand corner. The President read the statement at his press conference held on November
15, 1938. (President’s Secretary’s Files; Diplomatic Correspondence; Germany, 1933-1938, Box 31).

Document #5:
State Department Memorandum of Conversation written by the United States Ambassador to Cuba
J. Butler Wright concerning his meetings in Havana with the Cuban president and secretary of
state about the SS St. Louis, June 8, 1939:
Prior to the outbreak of World War II, many Jews fled to Cuba. On May 13, 1939—three months before
the start of World War II—the SS St. Louis, a ship carrying 937 German Jews attempting to flee Nazi
persecution, sailed from Hamburg en route to Cuba. Other ships had made the same journey and their
refugee passengers had disembarked in Havana successfully. But on May 5, the Cuban government,
responding to corruption and anti-Semitic pressures, curtailed the power of its immigration officials to
issue landing certificates and ordered new visa procedures. The regulations had been transmitted to the
Hamburg-Amerika Line, which owned the St. Louis, but only 22 of its passengers had fulfilled the new
requirements before the ship left Hamburg. These 22 were allowed to land in Cuba. Negotiations with the
Cuban government led by the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee regarding the remaining
passengers broke down, despite pressure from the U.S. government. Tremendous public attention
focused on the St. Louis. The ship’s passengers even cabled the White House for assistance, but the
matter was referred to the State Department. America’s harsh immigration laws did not permit the entry of
the refugees into the United States, but American diplomats were able to help resettle the refugees in the
United Kingdom, France, the Netherlands, Belgium, and Denmark. Many
later fell victim to Hitler’s Final Solution. Contrary to popular belief, there was no specific or official order
by President Roosevelt refusing entry of the St. Louis refugees.
(Sumner Welles Papers; Office Correspondence; File: Wright, J. Butler, April-June 1939; Box 57).

Document #6:
Report by the Office of Strategic Services on Germany’s Extermination of the Jews, March 17,
1943:
Throughout the war, President Roosevelt received information about the Nazi death machine from a
variety of sources, including the State Department, Treasury Department, his own personal network of
informants led by John Franklin Carter, private relief and Jewish organizations, and the Office of Strategic
Services (the predecessor of the CIA). This report by the OSS regarding a further escalation of Nazi
violence against Jews was received in the White House Map Room on March 17, 1943. (Map Room
Papers; MR 203(12); Sec. 1; OSS Numbered Bulletins, March-May 1943, Box 72).

Document #7:
Memorandum for the Secretary’s Files, January 16, 1944:
A seminal moment in the Roosevelt Administration’s response to the Holocaust was a January 16, 1944
meeting at the White House involving the President, Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau, Jr.,
Treasury’s general counsel Randolph Paul, and Morgenthau’s assistant John W. Pehle. At this meeting,
Secretary Morgenthau presented to the President a lengthy and blunt “Personal Report” on what
Morgenthau and other Treasury officials believed to be the State Department’s acquiescence in
Germany’s mass murder of Jews. The startling evidence presented to the President of the State
Department’s incompetence, delay, and even obstruction of a variety of rescue efforts convinced him of
the need to establish an independent commission to coordinate rescue and relief efforts. This
contemporaneous memorandum was written by John Pehle, who attended the meeting and who would
become the first Director of the War Refugee Board, which FDR established by executive order several
days later. (Diaries of Henry Morgenthau, Jr., Book 694, Pages 190-192).

Document #8:
Statement by the President Regarding Atrocities of War, March 24, 1944:
As the number and ferocity of wartime atrocities increased, President Roosevelt believed it necessary to
issue another, more forceful statement condemning Nazi and Japanese brutalities, and specifically
mentioning the mass murder of European Jews. In the statement, Roosevelt made it clear that Allied
victory was inevitable and that all those responsible for these horrific crimes against humanity would be
brought to justice. The statement was issued on March 24, 1944. In order to insure its penetration into
German-controlled territories, it was printed in many languages and dropped as leaflets, and the British
Broadcasting Company relayed the statement in many languages to enemy and occupied countries. This
particular draft of the statement was filed in the White House files on April 3, 1944. (President’s Personal
File 1-F: Press Releases-Drafts, 1944, Box 18).

Document #9:
Letter, Assistant Secretary of War John J. McCloy to John W. Pehle, July 4, 1944:
One of the most controversial aspects of the Roosevelt Administration’s reaction to the Holocaust is the
decision not to bomb rail lines used to transport prisoners to Auschwitz. As early as March 1943, requests
for bombing of Hitler’s instruments of death had reached various government officials from Jewish
sources both at home and abroad. The Administration was reluctant to take such action, though,
because of the danger of the raids also killing the prisoners they were meant to save as well as of the
practicality of diverting military resources that were needed elsewhere to defeat Germany. In 1944, War
Refugee Board Director John W. Pehle made several direct appeals to the War Department for the
bombing of various camps and rail lines This July 4, 1944 letter from Assistant Secretary of War John J.
McCloy to Pehle—written one month after the D-Day invasion of Northwest Europe—states the military’s
position with regard to such suggestions, and reflects Roosevelt’s belief that the surest way to end the
killing was to defeat Nazi Germany as quickly as possible. (War Refugee Board Records; Projects and
Documents File; Measures Directed Toward Halting Persecutions; Hungary No. 5, Box 42).

Document #10:
Letter, Herbert Luft to John W. Pehle, Executive Director of the War Refugee Board, August 19,
1944; Letter, John W. Pehle to Herbert Luft, September 29, 1944.
When Roosevelt created the War Refugee Board by Executive Order 9417 on January 22, 1944, the
President declared it to be the policy of the United States Government “to take all measures within its
power to rescue the victims of enemy oppression who are in imminent danger and otherwise to afford
such victims all possible relief and assistance consistent with the successful prosecution of the war.” The
Order further instructed the Departments of State, War, and Treasury to execute all requests and facilitate
all measures the Board might take in furtherance of its mission. This exchange of letters between Mr.
Herbert Luft of Los Angeles and War Refugee Board Executive Director John W. Pehle reflects the type
of personal appeals that were made to the Board as well as the Board’s massive efforts to help Jews
suffering in enemy territory. (War Refugee Board Records; Requests for Specific Aid; File: Luft, Herbert;
Box 28).

