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“...We remember all whose lives were lost or 

forever altered by the Holocaust. And we are 

challenged to think about what might motivate 

us to respond to warning signs of genocide 

today. History teaches us that genocide can be 

prevented if enough people care enough to act. 

Our choices in response to hatred truly do 

matter, and together we can help fulfill the 

promise of Never Again.”  

— U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM) 
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Each year, the USHMM leads the nation in 

commemorating the Days of Remembrance.  
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Established by the U.S. Congress to 

memorialize the six million Jews murdered in 

the Holocaust as well as the millions of non-

Jewish victims of Nazi persecution.  



This year’s theme explores America’s response 

to two pivotal points in Holocaust history. 

 

2014 also marks the 20th anniversary of the 

Rwandan genocide.  

 

Both events provoke us to reflect on America’s 

actions during the Holocaust, and how we 

respond to genocide today. 
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After five years of Nazi rule, hundreds of 

thousands of Jews desperately sought to 

escape, but few countries were willing to 

accept additional refugees.  
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This set the stage for the  

voyage of the St. Louis. 
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On May 13, 1939, the German transatlantic 

liner sailed from Hamburg, Germany, for 

Havana, Cuba. The ship carried 937 

passengers fleeing Nazi persecution.  
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They all possessed 

legitimate landing 

certificates for 

Cuba.  



However, during the 

two weeks that the 

ship was en route, 909 

of the 937 landing 

certificates granted by 

the Cuban director 

general of immigration 

were invalidated by the 

Cuban government. 
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The Cuban government admitted only 28 

passengers. Of these, 22 were Jewish, and 

held valid U.S. visas.  
 

An additional Jewish passenger—after 

attempting to commit suicide because death 

was preferred over returning to Germany—

was evacuated to a hospital in Havana.  
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The American Jewish Joint Distribution 

Committee sent a delegate to Cuba, but 

negotiations failed, and the St. Louis was 

forced to leave Cuban waters.  
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Captain Gustav Schroeder 

decided to sail to the United 

States, believing his passengers 

would be allowed entry.  



Public opinion was clearly against Nazi 

Germany, but that did not translate into a 

willingness to bring in refugees.  
 

A sustained economic depression, widespread 

anti-Semitism, xenophobia, and isolationism 

impacted U.S. refugee policy, reinforcing an 

official unwillingness to expand immigration 

quotas to admit additional people endangered 

by Nazi persecution.  
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America’s policy of open immigration ended 

when Congress enacted restrictive 

immigration quotas in 1921 and 1924, 

allowing 25,957 Germans to enter the country 

annually.  
 

After the stock market crash in 1929, rising 

unemployment prompted President Herbert 

Hoover to impose more stringent immigration 

enforcement. In 1932 the U.S. issued only 

35,576 immigration visas for candidate 

immigrants worldwide. 
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On June 6, 1939, the United States refused 

entry to any of the St. Louis passengers, and 

the ship turned back toward Europe.  

 

While the ship was still crossing the Atlantic, 

an agreement was reached a week later that 

gave the passengers new hope.  
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Morris Troper, the European director for the 

Joint Distribution Committee (JDC), helped 

arrange for 906 passengers to enter Great 

Britain, France, Belgium, and the Netherlands.  
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The refugees had finally 

found homes. What nobody 

knew at that time was that 

Europe would be further 

engulfed in war just a few 

months later.  



After disembarking in Antwerp, Belgium the 

passengers traveled to their assigned countries. 

Still, they faced immense challenges and 

uncertainties. 
 

Dispossessed of their assets by the Nazis and 

prohibited from working by their host nations, 

they depended on Jewish relief agencies and 

relatives for aid. 
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Belgian police escort St. Louis passengers 

after their arrival in Antwerp, Belgium, 

June 17, 1939. 



Following Germany’s occupation of western 

Europe, most of the St. Louis passengers once 

again fell under Nazi rule, and were subjected 

to anti-Jewish legislation.  
 

The situation progressively worsened. By the 

middle of 1942, information about the Nazi 

policy of systematic murder began reaching 

the United States.  
 

Two million Jews had been killed by that 

time. 
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By the end of 1943, Congress issued the 

Rescue Resolution, calling for the creation of a 

U.S. government agency designed to provide 

relief to and rescue of Jews and other 

persecuted minorities.  
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In January1944, President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt created the War Refugee Board 

(WRB).  
 

However, the Board could not divert vital 

military resources targeting the Allies’ goal of 

winning the war as soon as possible.  
 

Roosevelt and Winston Churchill envisioned 

rescuing the Jews after achieving victory. 
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In May 1944, the Hungarian authorities, in 

coordination with the German Security Police, 

began to systematically deport Jews.  
 

SS Colonel Adolf Eichmann, 

chief of the team of “deportation  

experts” that worked with the 

Hungarian authorities, rounded 

up the Jews and packed them 

into deportation trains.  
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In less than two months, nearly 440,000 Jews 
were deported from Hungary. Most were 
deported to Auschwitz, but thousands were 
also sent to the Austrian border to dig 
fortification trenches.  
 

By the end of July 1944, 
the only intact Jewish  
Community left in Hungary  
was in Budapest.  
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“There was a long, long line of railroad cars, 

and an order came to mount the cars. And I 

remember even at thirteen I had to help people 

like my grandmother, people like my aunt, to 

get up on the high car. And eventually the 

doors were closed, the locks were put on, and I 

don't know how many hours wait, and then 

the trains took off.” 

    —Steven Fenves  

    Holocaust Survivor 
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“And we just couldn’t believe that this is 

possible to transport people like this. It was, of 

course, standing places only, and there was a 

small window under the roof and a pail in the 

corner. It was unbelievable. People became 

hysterical. They were screaming. Some people 

were yelling, some people were fainting, some 

people were crying. It was a situation that I 

never, ever could imagine to happen to human 

beings.”   —Agnes Laszlo Geva 

           Holocaust Survivor 
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On July 7, 1944, the Hungarian ruler Miklós 

Horthy, pressured by the U.S. bombing of 

Budapest on July 2, 1944 and facing threats 

of war crimes trials, announced his order to 

halt the deportations to Auschwitz.  
 

The decision to halt the deportations offered 

the Jews remaining in Budapest a chance to 

survive—an opportunity the WRB seized.  
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Working through diplomatic posts and other 

intermediaries, the WRB assisted a vast 

network of rescuers. They employed an array 

of tactics, from creating false passports and 

citizenship papers, to providing safe houses 

and clandestine escapes, enabling tens of 

thousands of Budapest Jews to survive.  
 

Still, by July 1944, over 300,000 Hungarian 

Jews had already lost their lives. 
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In August, Horthy dismissed the fascist 

Sztojay government and pursued an armistice 

with the Soviet Union, whose army was on 

Hungary's borders.  
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Horthy was engaged in final negotiations with 

Soviet army commanders by mid-October 

when the Germans sponsored a coup d'etat.  
 

They arrested Horthy and installed a new 

government of the radically anti-Semitic 

Arrow Cross party.  
 

Arrow Cross gangs perpetrated a reign of 

arbitrary terror. Hundreds of Jews were 

violently murdered. Many others died from 

the brutal conditions of forced labor. 
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In November 1944, the Arrow Cross regime 

ordered the remaining Jews into a ghetto that 

covered a tenth of a square mile. This became 

the temporary residence of nearly 70,000 

people. 
  

During November and December 1944, 

several thousand Jews were marched to the 

Austrian border. Many who were too weak to 

continue marching in the bitter cold were shot 

along the way.  
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In the end, the former St. 

Louis passengers suffered 

the same horrors as other 

Jews who never left Nazi-

occupied western Europe. 
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The history of the Holocaust raises difficult 

questions about our responsibility as a 

nation to offer refuge and rescue to 

persecuted people living beyond our 

borders.  

http://hnn.us/articles/true-story-ms-st-louis


This year marks the 20th anniversary of 

the genocide in Rwanda.  
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On April 6,1994, genocide began in Rwanda. It 

was the greatest slaughter of human beings 

since the Holocaust.  
 

In 100 days, between 500,000 and 1,000,000 

Rwandans, predominantly Tutsis, were 

massacred. The majority of who were killed 

died of machete wounds. Many would have 

known their killers. 
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A Hutu-led government launched a plan to 

wipe out the country’s entire Tutsi minority 

and any others who opposed their policies. 
 

The toxic environment that infected Rwanda 

was deep-rooted and built from colonial 

discrimination and exclusion, personal 

vendettas, refugee life, envy, racism, power 

plays, coups d’etat, and the deep rifts of civil 

war.  
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In December 1993, four months before the 
violence began, Lieutenant General Roméo 
Dallaire, Force Commander of the United 
Nations Assistance Mission in Rwanda 
provided the United Nations (UN) with 
information about the planned massacre.  
 

Permission to intervene was denied. In January 
1994, he repeatedly requested a stronger 
mandate and more troops, but these requests 
were denied. The UN withdrew its peacekeeping 
forces. 
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The international community largely ignored 

the Rwandan genocide, labeling it an “internal 

conflict.” The UN discouraged international 

intervention.  
 

While there was an international media 

presence in Rwanda, journalists also largely 

portrayed the conflict as a civil war, and did 

not highlight the intentional killing of civilians.  
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After the killing started in April, Dallaire again 

pleaded for more support from the UN, but his 

pleas were rejected.  
 

In fact, within days of the start of the genocide, 

the UN Security Council voted to reduce the UN 

peacekeeping force in the country from 2,500 

to 270 soldiers. With limited personnel and 

equipment, a weak mandate, and no outside 

support, the peacekeepers were severely 

handicapped. 
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His courage and leadership during this mission 
earned him the Meritorious Service Cross, the 
United States Legion of Merit, and the Aegis 
Award on Genocide Prevention. 
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Dallaire, along with a small 

contingent of Ghanaian soldiers and 

military observers, disobeyed the 

command to withdraw and remained 

in Rwanda to protect those who 

sought refuge with the UN forces.  



The genocide ended when the Rwandan 

Patriotic Front (RPF), Tutsi-dominated rebel 

movement, captured Kigali and overthrew the 

Hutu government.  

 

The RPF leader, Paul Kagame  

became president in  

April 2000 and continues  

to hold this position today. 
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On April 30, 2014 the USHMM will present 

Dallaire with its highest honor—the Elie 

Wiesel Award—at their annual National 

Tribute Dinner, held in conjunction with 

Holocaust Days of Remembrance events in 

Washington, D.C.  
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“Now is the time to take up the cause of 

the advancement of human rights for all 

and the moment is yours to grasp.” 

    —Roméo Dallaire  
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The Holocaust was not an accident in history; 

it occurred because individuals, organizations, 

and governments made choices that not only 

legalized discrimination, but also allowed 

prejudice, hatred, and ultimately mass murder 

to occur.  
 

Silence and indifference to the suffering of 

others, or to the infringement of civil rights in 

any society, can—however unintentionally—

perpetuate these problems.  
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More than six decades after the Holocaust, 

and the horrors of Rwanda are sobering 

reminders that preventing future genocides 

and mass atrocities remains an enormous 

challenge.  
 

As we learn more from past genocides about 

their risk factors, warning signs, and 

triggering events, we are also learning how 

genocide can be prevented.  
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Looking back, the signs of impending war and 

the Holocaust—territorial expansion, 

disregard for international law, persecution of 

people based on their identity—are 

undoubtedly clearer today. 
 

Why did so many countries and individuals 

fail to respond to the warning signs? 

Moreover, what can we learn from the few 

who chose to act? 
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Richard Breitman, Distinguished Professor of 

History, American University and a Holocaust  

historian stated, “People want to know, have 

we learned from history? Have we learned 

specifically from the history of the Holocaust? 

And my answer is yes, but we learn very, very 

slowly.” 
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 http://www.ushmm.org/ 

 

 http://www.romeodallaire.com/index.php/biography/ 

 

 

http://www.ushmm.org/
http://www.romeodallaire.com/index.php/biography/
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