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THE ST.LOUIS:  THE VOYAGE OF THE DAMNED
WHAT: 


The M.S. St. Louis was part of the Hamburg-America Line (Hapag) of ships that sailed from Hamburg, Germany to ports around the world. The St. Louis originally sailed the trans-Atlantic route from Hamburg to New York, but during the Great Depression turned to cruises to make revenue. The black and white ship with eight decks held room for four hundred (400) first-class passengers and five hundred (500) tourist-class passengers. 
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The St. Louis
WHO:
1. The German Government (NAZIS— sanctioned the November 1938 pogrom known as Kristallnacht,
in which the NAZIS freely attacked Jews in the streets, in their homes, at their places of work, and worship. At least 96 Jews were killed and hundreds more injured, more than 1,000 synagogues were burned (and possibly as many as 2,000), almost 7,500 Jewish businesses were destroyed, cemeteries and schools were vandalized, and 30,000 Jews were arrested and sent to concentration camps.

[image: image1.png]


  2.
The Jews--many Jews within Germany decided that it was time to leave after 
Kristallnacht.  However, most Jews had been forced out of their jobs and had been 
charged high rents under the Nazi regime so many Jews did not have the money 
needed to buy passage on the St. Louis. (Note: each first-class ticket was 800 
Reichsmarks; tourist-class was 500 Reichsmarks each plus all passengers were also 
required to pay an additional amount for the "customary contingency fee" which was 
supposed to cover the cost if there was an unplanned return voyage.)  Some of these 
passengers had money sent to them from relatives outside of Germany and Europe 
while other families had to pool resources to send even one member to freedom.   
St. Louis passengers pose on deck

Passengers were men, women, and children of all ages. Each person who boarded 
had his/her own story of persecution. 
· Total of 937 passengers: 1 non-Jew and 936 Jewish

· 29 were able to disembark in Havana
3.
The captain and crew--Captain Gustav Schroeder (a non-Jewish German and an 
anti-Nazi) gave the 231 member crew stern warnings that these passengers were 
to 
be treated just like any others. Many of the crew members were willing to do this.

Captain Schroeder refused to return the ship to Germany until all the passengers had been given entry to some other country.
4.
The Cuban Government Officials-- Each passenger had an official landing 
document 
signed by Colonel Manuel Benites, Cuba's director general of 
immigration. For 734 of 
the passengers, Cuba would be only a temporary refuge; these 734 had fulfilled the 
US immigration requirements and
held quota numbers which would permit 
them to enter the USA from three (3) months to three (3) years from their 
arrival 
date in Cuba.   

The Cuban government held that the landing certificates were sold illegally. 
Thus, with invalid visas, those holding them were not allowed to disembark the ship.
WHEN: 

On Saturday, May 13, 1939, the St. Louis set sail from Hamburg, Germany for Havana, Cuba with 936 Jewish passengers seeking asylum in Cuba. 
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WHERE:




WHY:  

By 1939, steady reports of murders and pillage of the Jews had reached the White House and the State Department, but the State Department and White House chose not to act. 

Cries to admit refugees from Germany were ignored.  President Roosevelt felt that admitting these refugees into the USA, then a population of 190 million, at a time of high unemployment, would be politically incorrect. He was striving to bring the country back from the throes of a depression. He had to fight with Congress over each bill and to try to bring refugees in who "might" take a job from a ‘native’ American, would alienate his grass roots support.

On June 4, 1939, the St. Louis was also refused permission to land her passengers under orders from President Roosevelt, as the ship waited between Florida and Cuba. Initially, Roosevelt showed limited willingness to take some of those on board despite the Immigration Act of 1924, but vehement opposition came from Roosevelt’s Secretary of State, Cordell Hull, and from Southern Democrats—some of whom went so far as to threaten to withhold their support of Roosevelt in the 1940 presidential election if he allowed it.
Telephone records show discussion of the situation by Secretary of State Cordell Hull and Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau, 
members of 
President Roosevelt's cabinet, who tried to persuade Cuba to accept the refugees. Their actions, together with the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, were not successful.  
As the St. Louis slowly sailed past the land of the free and the home of the brave, the US sent Coast Guard Cutters to make certain that the potential immigrants were not able to swim ashore to take refuge in the USA. During this time, Washington and the State Department ignored the situation of the St. Louis, even though the saga was reported in the local press. 

Sanctuary was eventually found for the refugees in several European countries:

•Britain:   288      •France:  224        •Belgium:  214   
•Netherlands:  181
At this point the lesson was not lost on Hitler who saw America's unwillingness to help as a sign of weakness and an indifference to the Jewish plight in Europe.  It proved that, in spite of the protestations of the Allied leaders, they didn’t want Jews in their countries any more than he wanted them in his. While the Jews from the St. Louis appeared to be safe from Hitler’s persecution, the following year, after the German invasions of Belgium and France in May 1940, the Jews were at renewed risk. 
Of the St. Louis passengers who returned to continental Europe, eighty-seven were able to emigrate before Germany invaded Western Europe on May 10, 1940. After that date, two hundred and fifty-four (254) passengers in Belgium, France, and the Netherlands died during the Holocaust. Most of these people were murdered in the killing centers of Auschwitz and Sobibór the rest died in internment camps, in hiding, or attempting to evade the Nazis. Three hundred sixty-five (365) of the passengers who returned to continental Europe survived the war.
ADDITIONAL RESOURCES:


The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum:  http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/article.php?ModuleId=10005267
The Tragedy of the St. Louis:  
www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/Holocaust/stlouis
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