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Variety of Opinion

[NJo rescue action was taken because no one, anywhere, had anything
genuinely practical or effective to suggest, apart from winning the war
even more quickly,

William D. Rubinstein

Pope Pius XII . . . could have communicated with church leaders . . .
encouraging all of them to urge Catholics to provide shelter to Jews.
The consequence would have been fewer Catholic collaborators and
bystanders, on the one hand, and more Catholic rescuers and fewer vie-
tims, on the other.

Michael Phayer

It is very easy to claim that everyone should have known what would
happen once Fascism came to power. But such an approach is ahistorical,
- - - There was no precedent in recent European history for the murderous
character of German National Socialism and for this reason most con-
temporaries were caught unprepared.

Walter Laqueur
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Possibilities of Rescue

~ Finally, we turn to reactions to the Holoca i 5
menrts and institutions. Word about the massﬁiuﬂeﬁ?iﬂeﬁﬁlﬂt £
outside world within months of their start. We will inguire into the & .
responses of the Western Allies and the neutral Vatican and exami ¢
prospects of rescuing the victims or slowing their destruction. wlflr:; 1

was so little done and still less accomplished?

William D. Rubinstein doubts that much more could have been

done and criticizes those who have identifi
( _ ntified concrete fail :
I;; takes issue with an influential 1984 book by Daviglg.m;::l
e Abandonment of the Jews, which attacks President Franklin D:

_ Roosevelt and his administration for indifference to Holocaust vic.

tims. Wyman argued that hundreds of thousands of i
‘ Hol i
might have been saved had the United States taken tﬁeﬁglﬁe‘:ﬁxz

1. E;er::neTag :‘:ar Refugee Board in 1942, rather than wait until Jan-
2. pressure or negotiate with the Germa
3. pressure the Axis satellites to release ]r:wt: release Jews
4, provide European havens and aid to released Jews
5. locate havens outside of Europe for the Jews
6. provide shipping to transfer Jews to havens
?.. encourage and assist Jews to escape
8. prov[de large sums of money for these purposes
9. pmwde medical supplies and food to victims in the cam
. pressure allied and neutral countries to assist Jews i
1. Egﬁh .._ﬁ.ustghwiiﬁ and tll:: rail lines leading to it

. disseminate publicity about [
man ieaderspand w:rning tht:iilzgll'l?:au " trestening the Cet

R_ubmstem attempts to refute all of Wyman's points. In Rubinstein’s
view the Germans were implacable in their determination to kill as
many Jews as possible and would not have yielded to outside pre

sures to treat them differently. Hence any lack of will amon ME’ES:
ﬁren leaders to aid ths_: victims was irrelevant. They simply cuguld nu;
bm:e!ped. Rubinstein is particularly combative on the subject of
bombing Auschwitz. Not all scholars agree with him that it wa

infeasible to destroy the gas chambers or that no one at the tim5
advocated the bombing. Rubinstein is certainly correct that bnml::
ing Auschwitz would not have destroyed the Germans' ability to
continue the killings in other ways. But what might the pu!Ft’:cai

Possibilities of Rescue

and psychological impact have been? In evaluating these argu-
ments by Wyman and Rubinstein, we ought to be thoughtful about
contingency in history. s it ever legitimate to use the record of
what actually happened to prove an argument about what might
have happened?

Michael Phayer sheds light on the well-known silence of
Eugenio Pacelli, who as Pope Pius Xl led the Roman Catholic
Church during World War Il. Phayer shows that Pius X1I was not, as
the title of a recent best-selling book has it, “Hitler's Pope.” He de-
spised the Nazis, but he feared Soviet communism even more and
considered Hitler a bulwark against it. That and his hope of using
diplomatic methods to end the war gave the Pope tunnel vision,
says Phayer. Pius XII, well informed about Nazi genocide, assisted
thousands of ltalian Jews to hide in Vatican buildings and Catholic
convents and monasteries, and he personally interceded to save the
Jews of Slovakia and Hungary, but he refused to make public or pri-
vate statements instructing the faithful to aid Holocaust victims
and oppose their tormentors. It was, Phayer concludes, a failure of
personal courage and of Christian judgment. Interestingly, this and
other indictments of Pius XII coincide with Vatican proceedings 10
elevate him to sainthood. In evaluating the critical views, one must
keep in mind that from 1943 on the Vatican was entirely at the
mercy of the Germans. It seems unlikely that an outspoken Pope
would have been allowed to speak out for long. Should Pius XII
have done so anyway, or did he do more good by keeping silent
and maintaining Vatican neutrality?

Walter Laqueur questions people’s ability to comprehend the
Holocaust at the time it was happening. The Jews in Nazi hands,
terrified and helpless, could not surmount the psychological obsta-
cles to confronting their own extermination. Jews in the free world
often denied the evidence before them out of vicarious participation
in the horror of their coreligionists. Among the Allies, skepticism
about stories that seemed inherently incredible and preoccupation
with purely military objectives led to the same result. Perhaps nothing
hetter illustrates this than the astonishment of American and British
officers and newsmen upon the liberation of concentration camps in
1945. All had read and heard about Nazi atrocities, but they had not
registered. Laqueur concentrates on the first year of the Holocaust,
during which most of the victims died: however, the implications of
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his analysis apply to the entire period. They place issues of Jewish

resistance and outside responses in arguably less moralistic light.

It should be clear from these essays that assessing prospects of
rescue during the Holocaust depends on our understanding of sev-
eral issues. Were the Nazis determined to kill all members of the
targeted groups, or prepared under certain circumstances to relent?
were Allied and church leaders antisemitic, indifferent to the fate
of the victims, or lacking in imagination about how to help them?
Or were these leaders helpless to act? If helpless, was that because
of psychological impediments to comprehending the Holocaust, or
because there was literally nothing they could do except defeat the

Third Reich as quickly as possible?

William D. Rubinstein

The Myth of Rescue

Do what? What could the Allies have done, what should the Allies have
done, to rescue Jews from the Nazi Holocaust? A number of historians
have made quite specific proposals and these should be carefully con-
sidered in the light of the arguments of this work. In considering any sucl
proposal, one must at all times be aware of a crucial distinction between
what was actually proposed at the time in the West and what has since
been proposed, often many decades later, by historians who are able
coolly to reflect on the events of the Holocaust, possessing knowledge
well known today but unknown at the time. Proposals for rescue first
made many decades later — that is, suggestions not actually made by
anyone during the war itself — are ipso facto highly suspect if not his
toringraphically illegitimate. An historical actor cannot reasonably
chibicisen] by later observers for failing to do what ne one thought of at

Hie fiise i is w0 casy to be wise after the event. Many of the propasals

e by Bt Bistorinns fall inte the category of those first prup-osecl i

Willizmn 1. Badwwabi i T 01 ih nf Resewe, Copyright & 1997, Reprinted by perminion
of the publisher, Reailodp 11 i
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advanced after the war ended. But it must be emphasised the

posal for tescue advanced by later historians wasgch.tallfr ;];:;_f;nf;]lﬂ';
represented a likely way to save the lives of any European Jews even if
it ha::]{ Il:een taken upland acted upon with gusto by the Allies. ?

e most complete list of suggestions of wh i

done was advanced by David S. W]ifglﬁan in the mu:ltu:?:;ﬁh:f]'}?hfﬁllji
fi’ouinent of the Jews.! This list has been reprinted several times and
is often taken by other historians to represent a realistic programme of
regrettable missed opportunities. In my opinion, however, not one of
:e [:::ln:ls made by Wyman is valid: not one could have been imple-
m;y il ;?:tgc :h,E. T-.'ar, and most were only proposed, with hindsight,

Point (1): no one advocated the establi
Boau_i in 1942, or at any time before about ]ﬁi‘ll}f:“f;;;fgls wﬂi‘r RW)r;mEﬂchlz
has, in my opinion, exaggerated the number of Jews rescued by the
Board llay a fac‘mr of at least 90 per cent. Even if the Board had come
:E;ﬂ Df:;te;z; 1n_19421:hit is extremely difficult to see what it could have
: ished, given that Nagzi i i
the reach of thengies at tﬂ'ta:.fiﬁz.wpmd P el Gy L
Point (2): Adolf Hitler's aim was to extermi

and It is inconceivable that he would have agrcz:gatf rEII::;us?::r&fr‘:fE
.-iln}r time afta?r late 1940. It was precisely upon Hitler's instructions that
the Nazi pclllc'y of exiling its Jews was transformed into one of imprison-
ing them, prior to genocide. Professor Wyman evidently does not really
helieve that pressing Germany” to release its Jews would have had the
ligghtest effect, and is reduced to urging that this would have “demon-
-.I|..'|Itr|:1 to ’Ehc Nazis” that America was “committed” to savin Jews. But
Hitler believed that America {as well as Britain and Runiag] wastmn-
folled by its Jews; every air raid on a German city surely demonstrated
(1118 .':I'ulll ies’ commitment to “international Jewry." !

it e fact that until mid-1944 “it was far from clear to the Allies that
{ iy would not let the Jews out” is a manifest non sequitur, From late
'i J.-HJ. it was Germany's policy “not to let the Jews out”; it is also difficult
e why Professor Wyman believes that the blocking of the Horthy offer
st bt a turn:'ng—point in M]!ﬁd-ihllﬂklﬂg

o hupter introduction, — Ed.
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238  William D. Rubinstein

“Ransom overtures,” even if vigorously pursued, would inevitably
have failed [because] Hitler would, sooner or later, have heard of them
and instantly stopped their continuation. And the more Jews who were
likely to be ransomed, the more likely Hitler was to have learned of
any negotiations,

Point (3): greater pressure might have been brought upon the Axis

satellites, but it is difficult to see what this could conceivably have
achieved, No Jews were deported from Rumania or Bulgaria to exter-
mination camps; no Jews were deported from Hungary to extermination
camps until May 1944, when the Nazis convinced Horthy that they were
being sent to Germany to work for the Reich. When, through precisely
the kind of campaign that Wyman implies was never made, Horthy
became convinced that Hungary’s Jews were being sent to their deaths,
he halted the deportations; for his efforts, the Nazis staged a coup d'état
in large part because of his lack of cooperation over the Jewish question.
If Horthy had put a stop to the deportations before, Hitler would have ;
staged the coup earlier. Indeed, an earlier pro-Nazi coup would almost
certainly have seen the deportation and extermination of Budapests =
Jews, who were spared chiefly because the Soviet armies were closing
in on Auschwitz. One of Hitler’s few explicit statements on the Holo-
caust is that he was extremely keen to deport Budapest's Jews to their
deaths. Since no Italian Jews were deported to Auschwitz before the Nazi
seizure of power there in September 1943, while Mussolini appeared to
be protecting them from deportation, Italy’s Jews seemed to be sale
from extermination. Mussolini, by the outbreak of the war a convineed
anti-semite (if not yet genocidal) and a pro-Nazi, was certain to rejecl
any entreaties by the Allies: he had declared war on the United States,
not the other way round. ;

Points (4), (5}, (6), (7), and (8) require little comment, predicated
as they are on the Jews being allowed to emigrate from Nazi-oceupied
Europe in significant numbers during the war, something which wis
ipso facto impossible without a total change of heart by Adolf Hitler, It is
worth reiterating that no Jews who successfully fled from Nazi-oceupied
Europe to the democracies were ever returned to Nazi-occupied Europe,
Jews fleeing to Switzerland being the sole possible exception to this gen
eralisation. Perhaps more pressure might have been brought to bear on
Switzerland to take more refugees, but — despite its age-old history of
neutrality — that country, surrcunded on all sides by Axis Europe, was
desperately afraid of a Nazi invasion, and there is no reason to suppow

The Myth of Rescue

that, for fleeing Jews, the borders i

5 v to SWItZﬁT!
guarded by the Germans than anywhere else. e el

'!'he i[},ﬂﬂﬂ Jews of Transnistria survived the war, but, ironically,
any sign that ﬁntune.s:cu was actually in the process of allowing them to
emigrate would certainly have come to Hitler's attention and led to an
1mé11;dlateﬂfllesﬁtch of Eichmann and the SS. The Jews of Spain were
sale from the Nazis, whether they remained in Spaj ina”

i \ ! pain or in a “long-
promised camp in North Africa.” This is a particularly egregious exam Ige
of illogical “pseudo-rescue.” i

There were repeated messages and warnings, on th
underground sources, of what the Nazis had innﬁtsi’nd for Efﬁ.ge:]}‘:n]?s}r
The central difficulty with all such warnings is that Jews in Nazi-occupied
Eumpel could do nothing to heed them, o

Point (9) in Wyman’s list, concerning food and medical aid. is yet
another example of egregious illogicality. Neither food nor medical aid
could have been brought to Jews in Nazi-occupied Europe. As equivocal
as the role of the International Red Cross during the Holocaust may well
have been, it had no powers to enter any ghetto or concentration cam
Cnntrar‘_:,r to lf'rnfessur Wyman's assertion, the Jews of Europe suffered nf;
?m a rBI‘ItLSh thclfade" !}ut from a Nazi blockade; short of defealing

€ Nazi scourge, this particular blockade was unlikely to end.

Point {10) is similar to point (3) and is fallacious for the same
reason: the Nazis would not have allowed it. There were no “neutral
diplomatic missions” in Poland, the German-occupied territories of
the Soviet Union, or indeed virtually anywhere from where Jews were
depﬂrlted to extermination camps; had there been any neutral diplo-
mats in themlz places, it is extremely difficult to see what they mjp ht
have done, since Hitler, the absolute master of continental Fur ge
saw rtht: extermination of European Jewry as arguably the central Dsai
of his life, . . . Raoul Wallenberg was successful — in so far as hegwas
successful at all — in saving Budapest's Jews from the Hungarian
Arrow Cross (and, occasionally, from the Nazi death marches). He did
tot save any of Hungary's Jews from deportation to Auschwitz, for Hie

deportation of Hungarian Jewry t : §
arrived in Hungar}r_.g?. Jewry to Auschwitz had ceased just as he

1 i :
“":‘I;‘tgl;ln of the western Ulkraine under Rumanian contral, Afier innitiol sk i
ng Jews wese left unmolested. Len Antonesen was the Rommarian oo - 4
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24)  William D. Rubinstein

There are several major difficulties with . . . assertions made by

Wyman and the other historians who regard bombing Auschwilz as a

classic lost opportunity. In the first place, no detailed suggestions as to

how the bombings should be carried out were made by anyone until

much later, With the hindsight of many decades, schemes such as these
can readily be devised by armchair historians and strategists, but no one
did so at the time, and it is therefore utterly pointless to attach blame for
the failure to bomb Auschwitz or to regard it as in any sense a lost
opportunity. Second, and even more importantly, Wyman and his
school are not military historians, and have made no effort to take the
realities of military strategy into accurate account. Their knowledge of
military history, as seen by professional military historians, is superficial,
out of date and decontextualised.

Recent military historians have looked at Wyman’s claims about
the possibility of bombing Auschwitz with critical eyes, and concluded
that the options put forward were highly impractical and most unlikely
to have succeeded. Kitchens' analysis, “The Bombing of Auschwitz Re-
examined,” is the most thorough, and refutes Wyman's suggestions as
unrealistic at every point: it should be required reading for every student
of this topic. . . .

The similarity of the dramatic Mosquito® operations to the problem
of attacking Auschwitz’s gas chambers and crematoria, however, is vague
at best, and in a close comparison, Auschwitz emerges as a well-nigh

invulnerable target. All of the notable low-level Mosquito raids from
England were conducted across the North Sea or relatively flat north-
western Europe, and none had to contend with navigating long moun-
tainous stretches while flying at maximum range. Few, if any, of the
special Mosquito raids attacked more than one building, while there
were five discrete objectives at Auschwitz. Mosquito fighter-bombers
had no defensive armament and could not dogfight with interceptors;
flying unescorted they relied solely on surprise and lightning speed for

success. These advantages would have been very hard to achieve and

maintain while attacking multiple objectives with a force of perhaps
forty aircraft, and in fact even the later special low-level Mosquito opet:

ations in Western Europe were escorted by P-51 Mustangs. Thus, fying
over 620 miles in radio silence, crossing the Alps in some semblance of =

Iritish precision light bombers. — Ed.

The Myth of Rescue

cohesion at low altitude, then snegki
: ' ng through Ge i
with enough fuel to make a coordinated precis?nn ai:tan;lkmninag di&m
and return home beggars belief i
Kitchens (and other recent rmllt istori
_ ‘ : ary historians who b i
;l;lljseaj;ﬁ;r?;]} shows, with proposal after proposal made b:ﬁﬁ-ﬁ?:ﬁg
.1 (At these were simply impractical and made by non iali
with 1{110 rea! knowledge of Second World War militaryhj[;ism;pema =
" ;:.:re is a!sa another matter, ethical and moral in nature, which
o ﬂ:: arjctense any propasal to bomb Auschwitz: the fact that man
hniwr ];m u‘[']mr prisoners held there would certainly have been ki]]n*l'dz’Ir
Dnat:}; umhu:fgtr;:d on the camp, Normally, this objection is dismissed
gl]ﬂ-gﬁngrs:;g rs,thcerﬁ a'-:r:ere i%fﬂ:'ung t]{:j ::ie anyway, while Jews and others
. 1 yoke would have weleomed any bombi id
35 evidence that the Allies had not fn e phght et It
: rgotten th li if i
;?gcﬁ;;csaﬂl for s;.-rnc in the short term, While ﬂﬁ:zrrf ﬁryhb?znhifu;f
ement of truth in these claims — hindsigh :
| elem ted b
at ;he time either proposed bombing Auschywitz ulfmnsurhgll;:::r}ztfgz
;1; mf—,;::g:;m - uEmr r:caiit[cs have also to be kept clearly in mind
e gas chambers and i i ke
el ammmeni:s ﬂ;:;ti:;fatona at Auschwitz was not like
-+ - [A] degree of pinpoint aceuracy was i i
: : Y was re d wh i i
not :El;:.c'lis'l at the time. Because raids were uftcnq;I;r?na:c;i}tZ]nﬁ?iyr(eha‘i
,I:.Ju]‘?;s ik :Hﬁém;ﬁ:;i} ;1; a}l}r rlai;i, c-il a “worst case scenario” in “:hiﬂh the
‘ § Jewish and other prisoners while fail;
the njurdem m any way: for example, by Allied hcmllmefai]iimngg I:t:'] IEE
ﬁ?cn'iphs l::ir{aclrs rather than on the gas chambers, In 1944 there was every
M: r:;hﬂ : 1;1;:; the world of something such as this actually happening. In
il e s!fter a marked degree of improvement in bombing
2o ¥ during visual attacks — only I3 per cent of bombs ﬂrnpped in
int-e w;radge American Air Force bombing raid fell within 500 feet of their
\tended targets, and only 34 per cent within 1,000 feet. Accuracy then
anria;sed still further, but even in August 1944 only 44.5 per cent of all
: ;t::] ; Eim!;}rp;&rtls bi: f\TE :_JDSf Eighthhﬁir Force landed within 1,000 feet of
i - \Miost of even these targets, it must i
In western Germany, much closer to H1ge ".-"v*'eslr;nr:;‘t Ah?wmhssd, o
remote southern Poland.) A potin
That any bombing raid on Auschwitz mj
: witz might well illed its pri
:}Pers without necessarily halting the Extermjnga E;’Epmh;: fslgftdhfhpc:;
of accurately assessing any such proposal in the context of what was
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actually proposed at the time, The central assumption made by Wyman
and others is that proposals to bomb Auschwitz were repeatedly made
by Jewish groups and individual activists, and these were rejected by the
American government on a variety of inadequate and even malevolent
grounds, In fact, however, many Jewish groups specifically opposed the
bombing of Auschwitz, when the issue was raised in mid-1944, precisely
because any such raid was likely to kill the camp’s imprisoned Jews, . . .
Because of the inaccuracy of bombing raids in 1944, if a raid had
somehow been launched against Auschwitz in 1944 it is probable — even
likely — that such a mission would have been seen, then and now. as a
complete fiasco, an ill-considered and dubious exercise, carried out for
political rather than for military reasons, in which many hundreds of Jew-
ish and other captives were killed but which utterly failed to halt the Nazi
death machine. If (as is likely) this proved to be the case, one can readily
imagine what the attitude of today’s historians of “rescue” would have
been: the Allies would now be blamed for “killing Jews” in a foolish and
unnecessary way. Indeed, it seems to me to be a near-certain bet that
many of today’s historians who are loudest in their criticism of the Allies
for failing to bomb Auschwitz, seeing it as evidence (if for them any were
needed) of Western anti-semitism and complicity in genocide, would
then be equally vocal — o, probably, even more vocal — in criticising
the Allies for having bombed Auschwitz and “killed Jews” without reason,
seeing it as evidence (if for them any were needed) of Western anti-
semitism, complicity in genocide and assisting the Nazis to kill the Jews.
Wyman's final point falls into the same category as the others, a
curious mixture of criticising the Allies for what they actually did and
urging the egregious. The Allies repeatedly made clear their “ful] aware-
ness of the mass-murder program,” and were bombing Germany by day
and by night. Professor Wyman's suggestion that Jews in Nazi-occupied
Europe somehow volunteered for transport to Auschwitz is the mosl
curious point of all. Jews had absolutely no choice in the matter; the
Germans may have depicted their fate as working for Germany in fac-
tories or as “transportation to the east,” but whatever their purporied

destination, the SS was, ultimately, there to enforce the deportation of

Jews with their full terror, brutality and utterly relentless inhumanity,
It must finally be noted that few (perhaps none) of the points on His
list were made by any person, Jewish or non-Jewish, or by any organisaion
at the time, certainly not in the form suggested by Professor Wyman,
whose proposals represent his thinking when he wrote The Abandonmen!

The Myth of Rescue

:Jf i:‘.F:e]j’ews in 1984. As such, they are similar to any counterfactual his-
on;:i speculation = whst if Napoleon had won the Battle of Waterloo
or it Lee had been victorious at Geltysburg?: food for endless, fascinating

superior wisdom provided by forty years’ hindsight, was lj kely to have been

successful. Professor Wyman m ise thi i i
Tofess ay well rec h
after presenting his list, he is careful to nnt:gﬂl:]s: e for immediael

None of these proposaly
_ Buaranteed success . . . There was a m ! im-
perative to attempt everything possible that would not hurt the u';:a eﬁ‘;nr:,

If that had been done, gven ; )
obligation would have E?&e:: E%ﬁ "0 o had e cved, the moal

In my opinion given what was either i
. lion, _ passible or actuall
the time, this moral obligation was being fulfilled every da}{r IETE:T :u:f
fIIll.lEcl;l ﬂind brought Europe closer to liberation,
er suggestions, different in kind from those made by Profe
\‘T@mz.:n, have also been made by others. It has been sugestedyhyr:ev:‘z}—

to resist an invasion than in June 1944 in in tj
to prevent the genocide of Hungarian j':ewi:fr, wgzr:i?nﬂge:i%::ﬁ .
-'"l.f'l'.IEHCEI had favoured a 1943 invasion and was forced into foot-d :‘-’r
\t-:;}r Churc_hii! and the British strategists; in 1943 Germany’s f’mﬁﬁf
wa;ﬂ ?:;i Jtsiiles&gns f::i mainItaining an impregnable “Fortress Europe”

well advanced, while landing craft for an invasion could h
E—le:al fbu?f]jhf diverting these from the Pacific and the MEditMTarl::;
: es. ! Day had occurred a year earlier, and if its success had
rought about a German surrender a year earlier, the lives of perhaps

600-700,000 : ;
b kg spafr'::]’_s who perished during the last year of the war woul]
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244 William D. Rubinstein

until mid-late 1943; Nagi Germany was highly successful in its efforts to
organise an economically unified Axis Eu rope; there were too few Amet-
ican troops in Britain and no “Mulberry” harbours to facilitate a cross.
Channel invasion until 1944; most of all, perhaps, American strategic
bombing of Germany's military-industrial infrastructure had not yet
brought the Nazi war machine to its knees: its success began only in 1944,
Churchill and his British advisors, who controversially wished to
delay a direct invasion of Europe until the last possible minute, were
chiefly motivated by perceptions of the extraordinary fighting ability of
the German military, and (with memories of the 1914-18 trenches
clearly in mind) the near-certainty that Britain would bear tremendous
casualties in any invasion which was premature. In 1945, when Germany
was reduced to conscripting 15-year-olds and was utterly outnumbered
and outclassed in every phase of warfare by the Allies, it still took the
Soviet Union (with 12 million battle-hardened soldiers under arms)
nearly 100 days to advance the 200 miles from central Poland to Berlin,
a gain of just two miles per day; the Soviet conquest of Berlin cost the
lives of 300,000 Russian soldiers, It is well known, too, that the Normandy
invasion succeeded as well as it did because of wholly fortuitous factors
(Erwin Rommel, the Nazi commanding general, was away in Berlin cele-
brating a birthday party) and through the efforts of a far-reaching attempt
at deceiving the Nazis as to the main thrust of the Allied invasion whose
Success was certainly not guaranteed in advance.

More significant, however, is the fundamental fact that it was not the
Western Allies who liberated either Hy ngarian Jewry or the extermination
camps in Poland, but the Soviet army, and in mid-1943 — or even mid-
1944 — the Soviet Union’s front line was literally hundreds of miles to
the east of these places. Soviet troops liberated Kiev, the capital of the
Ukraine, only in December 1943 and did not reconquer even one inch of
Polish territory until July 1944. Neither Auschwitz nor Budapest were Iil;-
erated until January 1945, Even if a Second Front had been opened a yedr
earlier, and even if it had proved remarkably successful at thrusting inlo
German territory, the Nazis would have had ample time to exterminaie
virtually every Jew who actually perished during the war; indeed Hitler
might well have speeded up the extermination process if he suspected il
the end was approaching, Only an advance of the Soviet armies at a rafe

paralleling that of an imaginary Western thrust g year earlier than achually
occurred, and vastly more rapid than in the actual course of the war as 1|
unfolded, could have guaranteed the liberation of the surviving remmanls
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of eastern European Jewry, inen the stubbornness of Nag; resistance
 factc ' i st unlikely, even i the
most optimistic P!ﬂl]ﬁ!b!e Scenario, that the Sayiet annigs ::-::ulili:iJ ?m]::
!‘Ega};lt‘d eas’:em Europe before the g5 had done its worlk
°erel as also been expressed that Hitl I i
. ) : : Er was not assassingted.
i—lad H’:tierl been dssassinated in 1943 o 1944, hundreds of thm:san:h
;:] PJ::? _th]f ;EIDEI more — would have heep saved, 50 pivotal was his
n the Holocaust policy,” Yehueg Bauer has writte it is
. : . : Y, n, and it is
;;II:IEIJD:JSIHE ['o‘d!sagree with this assertign other than to add that without
Hit ed s ::-rdermglnf the Holocaust, jt would not have occurred gt all. It
is m‘eet! Puzzling that no well-planned, well-financed a[-l‘emptraf
:ffsast:mal‘ngl Hlﬂel‘l Was ever made by either 4 Jewish source of by the
estern AIhI:s: while severa] rather amaterish efforts were made to
assassinate Hitler, only the famous “Officery Plot” of July 1944 headed

, had an even remotely

: . Sourees financed six or
eight separate, tneennected assassination squads, cleverly organised and

have succeeded, Since 1950, four American pres;

v;::tlms of SEI‘!IOLIIS assassination altempts — one, of course, a successful
:h empt — despite massive seeurily protection. Hitler, obviously, was at
: 'ie centre of 4 totalitarian, militarised society, closely guardaci by an
; i hsecr?t service wf-}ose members were sworm to lay down their lives
or H elFuhrer. .Yet Hitler alsg appeared continuously in the o en air
and relied heavily upon public appearances and speeches for ins con-

. 2ler dead ags be even worse,
in fact it is unlikely in the highest degree thay his pmbaEie ::::r:;sulrlst

:-:El;ta; Goermgi Hess or even Goebbels woyld have ordered the Holo-
o .'f resr{nziah ¥, too, the wartime Allies feared fhay Hitler's assassina.

1, if carrie out under Allied ;instrun:tions, would invite retaliation
against Churchill and Rogseyelt Yet of all the roads not taken, assissi
Nating Hitler would- haye been the most certain way g the

had Tucceeded Hitler during the War, itis likely — ag Yehuda By, el
ng:hil ¥ argued — !i]ar H:uey would not haye murdered Jews with (1. sinles
mindedness of I_-.F:tier. if they continued to kil Jews at all, '1;, 1. s, i
4 Jew had assassinated Hitler, jt js certain that the Nagjs u.-mlM I ¢ -.it
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they could find, although no amount of Nazi vengeance against the
Jews could have been worse than what actually occurred. The fact that
no serious, carefully planned attempts were made by Jewish or Western
anti-Nazi groups is evidence of how little the true menace of Hitler, or his
utter centrality as the driving force in the Holocaust, was appreciated.
If the State of Israel had come into existence ten or fifteen years ear-
lier, would this have helped in a central way? Selfevidently, a very sig-
nificant number of Jews trapped in Nazi-oceupied Europe would have
fled there prior to Hitler's invasions of their countries; if Palestine/Israel
had survived the war unscathed, presumably those Jews, too, would have
survived the war. Yet, as we have seen previously, it is easy to overestimate
the potential clientele for Zionism among eastern European Jewry prior
to the Holocaust; af the time, even when Nazi Germany existed, most Jews
were adherents of other ideologies — Bund Socialism, Strict Orthodoxy,
Marxism . — which were explicitly anti-Zionist, and showed no interest in
migraling to the Hebrew-speaking Yishuv,* economically primitive and
under constant Arab threat. Some historians have also argued that had
Israel existed during the war, it might have saved Europe’s Jews in other
ways. For instance, Luey S. Dawidowicz, seldom a proponent of overly
sanguine “might-have-beens” of Holocaust rescue, nevertheless stated
without qualification that:

Without political power Jews had no chance for survival, Had o Jewish
state existed in 1939, even one as small as Israel today, but militarily
competent, the terrible story of six million dead might have had another
outcome. As a member of the Allied nations, contributing its manpower
and military resources fo the conduct of the war, a Jewish state could
have exercised some leverage with the great powers in the alliance. Even
though it would rot have diverted Hitler from his determination to murder
the Jews, a Jewish state might have been able to wield sufficient military
and political clout to have inhibited Slovakia, Rumania, and Croatia
from collaborating with the Germans in that murder. A Jewish state could
have persuaded neutral countries to give Jewish refugees safe passage, A
Jewish state would have ensured a safe haven. A Jewish state would have
made the differenice.

It is genuinely surprising to read — alas — such a naive and -
probable statement in the writings of an author as astute and intelligent

*The Jewish population of British-administered Palestine, — Ed,

The Myth of Rescue

:; :,T;m{eds. Dmvid?:rw‘i::z._ Unfortunately, even if Israel had existed and
Senﬁﬁ;; PDI;:;' ;;SC ;3‘35] rmI]ttaryRand political clout” to change the anti-
. 0 ovakia, Rumania, and Cro tia,” it i
Hi;ﬂer alf::m.e 1\;21: had the final say about the Fatz:e- :;I:f fileﬁ?esw?]iicala;:
places: he could — and doubHess would — have in
; - tervened to
;h; dec'i:-nl:fa tion Ic-[']ews from these countries, just as he did in Hue:gs:r;?
“r; rm:h ; f:i T.} Edu}pendﬂ];{mﬁish State existed in Palestine during the
: the f; © Jews might have been very different, but not in th
way imagined here: Hitler might well have made its co; d de.
. . mi e its conguest and d
struction a much higher priority than it was actually given,c}{um mil ha?']-

have agreed to give him twenty, thi is divi

:;?:; graﬂjen;jz:gsgglz; :: E%%%E:: ;?EJELIE;EFE;{:?;;?,;[;;;
and an LE-I]ewish nationalisin every in'chUth i?swf: mé?fei?vi a:]ﬁ_Bil;lﬁSh
ahm:;vr ELH;; ;vthjilé pm;i::.’i]"}r was the more lil:c};}f? e
f-_::; -:I:nﬁlci r:;;;az?egeggug E?I,TE:; Itt"o‘:;}firarf)}];ni]:? g?iiﬂg:ﬁ:sf
likely, irrelevant) u}; ngr ﬂi&iyﬂ]::;;s‘:?bﬁiﬁ;?aﬂ?ﬁiﬁnti.mligifi:;ﬂ

g;pier:s;:gn l;:: .ji?:i:e {;adfrs, I‘; also suggests very strongly that both the
¢ Western democracies and th ish iti
of the democracies must be vi o
‘ e viewed much more fa bl
action was taken because no one. an petpinn g patloniry
‘ _ , anywhere, had anythin ingl
practical or effective to su et Ll
_ ggest, apart from winning the war eve
quickly. 111035 excuses which are sometimes oi?etg'ed for the lagkn::;[:
:Ie;:u:nﬁw}r _-ﬁ—mj_lgno:iancc of genocide, Jewish community powerless
: emitism and anti-Zionism in the democrae; -
e nti-Z es, and so on —
were, t‘{x];eln if true, easent:laily irrelevant to the basic fact that rescue was
mlpumrb;._ Conversely, it cannot be emphasised too strongly that the
;‘E:pén;s; ndl?’h ici:r the HOIT_caust li;s solely and wholly with Adolf Hitler
: r accomplices, and with no one else. | i ,
rational explanation of modem history’ TR
: : istory’s greatest crime, it js i
that we not assign guilt to those who were innocent. R
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speak out about the Holocaust, Pius adroitly put the blame on the United

The Silence of
Pope Pius XII

i I could not have halted the Hulucauﬁtl, but even without
:ngﬁb}l‘::s p}r{;tﬂst, he could have cummunic{m:d. with chum_hhleadr:;s
throughout Europe, admonishing those who d:r:damed thellem; lpe:;rpfﬂe
and encouraging all of them to urge Catholics to pmﬂde fl T: term r
Jews. The consequence would have been fewer Gfiﬂ'lﬂhﬂ colla durf: ri
and bystanders, on the one hand, and more Catholic rescuers and lewe
victims, on the other. . ..

German bishops, having heard that 10,000 Jews would be
Liztlgsnh;gs}tria to the GenerP:I Gmres'unent in Poland, asked c'l:i uthﬁ
“whether the episcopacy should intervene for them ::ru,t of hur;:.a:;:_ta;:an
concem or whether this must';ne 1:}:& up to Rome to do.” Cathalic bishops

eed of a coordinated policy. :
“ t{}eu[;s hot as if Germany's bishops were out of touch with the Hulﬁ
See. Pius’s letters to individual prelates during the war years nur?-lglier we
over a hundred. . . . But Pius never divulged to them t%m: horrible nE\l'-'s
that the Vatican had leamed in 1942 and cunﬁun‘ed in l‘?l"1_r3::1= n;urrile ]:;.l
that Germany had built extermination centers in occuple ; aih
where millions were being murdered. Rather, Pius commiserate a]‘;?
German bishops about their bombed-out cities fnnd churches, recalling
with fondness his years in Germany and the particular l:':hurches, nowﬂut
ruins, where he had celebrated this or that holy day liturgy. Wh;n e
war turned against GenﬂanmfPius assured its church leaders that he was
i ily, almost hourly, for peace. - :
mylllilﬁtdl;:e};lmust never said a word about the Jews. Writing to Blsl‘iu}:
Preysing, Pius said in April of 1943 that he was hf:artencd to h;:;; ]':T
Betlin Catholics were showing empathy for the city's ]n:ws._To‘ ] u.
Preysing, who pressured him more than any other Catholic bishop 1o

Johi Michael Phayer, The Catholic Church and the Holocduat I?HG—IE'EE. Copyright **
2000. Reprinted by permision of the publisher, Indiana University Press.
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States. Recalling that a few years earlier in 1939 Bishop Preysing had
urged him to assist emigrating Jews, Pius said that he “didn’t want to
mention all the difficulties the United States made for Jewish immigra-
tion.” Of course, it is true that the United States had been painfully neg-
ligent in the matter, not even admitting the allowed quota of Jews. But
the difference between disallowing immigration of foreign nationals
and persecuting and killing one’s own citizens need not be belabored.
The pope used the United States as a dodge for failing in what Bishop
Preysing believed was his responsibility.

At times, lack of communication became miscommunication. In
November 1943, Cardinal Bertram of Breslau wrote the Vatican secre-
tary of state asking what could be done to provide the last sacraments
for those being condemned to death and summarily executed in occu-
pied Poland. Instead of telling Bertram that it would be impossible to
get permission to provide the last sacraments for the victims because
Germans were murdering them by the tens and hundreds of thousands,
Maglione assured him that the Vatican was doing everything it could
through local church officials (in Poland) to get permission to spend
the sacraments. There was clear intent here to conceal the facts about
genocide.

Nor did the Holy See share its information about the Holocaust
with Catholic resistance movements that were frying to save Jews. Vol-
ume eight of the Vatican's World War Il documents contains numerous
reports from French bishops and Nuncio Valerio Valeri that briefed the
Holy See on their statements opposing Vichy antisemitic policies, made
known the courageous rescue work of the Témoignage Chrétien group,
and gave voice to their fears for the Jews. But one looks in vain in this and
subsequent volumes of the documents for any kind of response from the
Vatican regarding Jews. It would have been quite possible to share in-
formation about the Holocaust with Zegota in Poland, with Catholic
resistance movements in greater Germany that were centered in Berlin
and Vienna, and with the Témoignage Chrétien circle in France. Histo-

rian Gerhard Weinberg believes that had Pope Pius spoken out about the
murder of the Jews, many more Catholies would have had the courage to
hide them. Such encouragement, even given privately, would certainly
have bolstered the work of the four groups mentioned here. . . .

How could the Holy See have supported the work of these gronp’
Rescue work required organization and numbers as much as conragy
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Because of food rationing and the frequent relocation of refugees, rescue
work was more of a group than an individual activity. The French
newsletter Cahiers du Témoignage Chrétien sought to inspire people to
become active by reminding readers of Pius XI's “Spiritually we are
Semites” statement and by urging action. “The church cannot disinter-
est itself in the fate of man, wherever his inviolable rights are unjustly
threatened.” The Cahiers was clandestinely delivered to all French
bishops and to thousands of priests and laypeople — even Pétainists
read it. As carly as the end of 1942 the Cahiers affirmed, based on in-
formation from Cardinal Hlend, that hundreds of thousands of Jews
had been murdered in gas chambers; in 1943, it reported that Hitler
intended to exterminate all the Jews of Europe. Had the newsletter
received confirmation of this information from the Holy See, or had it
received encouragement from Pius XII similar to that of his predecessor,
some French bishops would have continued after 1942 to protest the
deportation of Jews, and more French Catholics would have become in-
volved in rescue work. No, the Holocaust would not have been stopped,
but as Elie Wiesel has written, “the trains rolling toward [Auschwitz]
would have been less crowded.”

The Zegota rescue circle in Poland had no need of Holocaust
information; they had firsthand knowledge of the gruesome details. But
the papacy could have assisted them with money. Since Polish Catholics
had been the first victims of Nazi aggression and had felt totally aban-
doned by the papacy, any Vatican support of Jews, when their hour of
desperation came, may have angered Poles. As we have seen, however,
after the battle of Stalingrad, Polish church leaders became reconciled
to Pius’s ways. Certainly, more Poles would have been swayed to help
rescue Jews if they had known the work had Rome’s blessing, Zegoti
had need of money because Polish Catholics would not always harbor
a Jew altruistically, and even if they would, they often did not have the
money needed to feed extra mouths. . . .

... During the war years, the Vatican budget for its operations in
Europe fluctuated between 1.3 and 2.2 million dollars. By converling
some of the dollars into Swiss francs, the Vatican could finance its work
in Nazi-occupied Europe. Clearly, the Holy See could have supporled
rescue operations. As it was, Zegota and Témoignage Chrétien depenidud
solely on the Polish government-in-exile and on American Jewish orgam-
zations for infusions of cash. . ..

The Silence of Pope Pius XIT

To find the actual reasons for Pius XII's silence about the Holo-
caust, we must look . . . toward two concerns of utmost importance to
the pope: his desire to play the role of a diplomatic peacemaker, savior
2; :?;em ]:?.u;upe from communism, and his fear that Rome a'nd the
e i n, :;::ti -:;le;silm, would be obliterated by aerial attacks before

Years after the end of the war, Robert Leiber, th i
was one ?f Pius's closest confidants, made clear izhc Ziﬂ:&iﬁ:ﬁvﬁ:ﬁ
the pope’s silence about the Holocaust and his diplomacy. The reason
that Pius XII did not speak out about the murder of the Jews, Leiber con-
fided to the Dutch historian Ger van Roon, was that he -.w;nfed to play
the peacemaker during the war. To safeguard his credentials for such a
role, the Holy See had to preserve Vatican City's status as an indepen-
dent state and neutral government. Pius’s role model in this respect was
"Pi’ngcl- Benedict XV, whose efforts to negotiate a European peace during
: r db War [ had impressed a younger Eugenio Pacelli. There would
ave been nothing nleghgent about this policy had it not kept Pius from

dealing adequately with the Holocaust. In his postwar report to the British
Home Office, Minister Francis Osborne said that Pius had at his disposal
two strong Wweapons against Nazi criminality — “excommunication and
martyrdom.l Pius did not use these, Osborne said, because he wanted to
be the mediator of a negotiated peace. Thus, the Englishman, Osborne
a close observer of Pius, and the German, Leiber. his trusted ardviser arf.:
in fu£ agreem-::dt on this peint. . , . } ’
negotiated peace became an overriding concern
See. Before Stalingrad, Pius believed that thegﬁmericansfglfmtli:lil 11'3;];
the Russmps, but with reservations, so that hostilities on the eastern
front remained far from Germany. After the battle of Stalingrad and the
successful Allied invasion of southern Italy in July 1943, Pius hoped
that England and the United States would abandon the Russians so
that Germany could deal with the Communist threat. Ideally, he hoped
England would recognize the danger to the Christian west that com-
'ﬁf‘nm qumd, and conclude a separate peace with the Axis powers.
nnelsd :Tttll‘ [iif:zi:ils twcund dividend: Rome would no longer be threal-
hidﬁ:ﬂﬂﬁﬂlﬁfﬂ:&ﬁﬁ;dﬂ jl:;bassar%:lrs to tl'le;.-’a}:i{:nn in 1943, Ilins
: 0 von Bergen and the newly appointed
Ernst von Weizsiicker with his belief in a powerful Germany t!'n:‘lr \'ui'ill|hl.1|1i|
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the Marxist threat from the east. If the Nazis would just live up to the
terms of the Concordat,! Pope Pius could support a German mission
against Russia, After his first private audience with the pope, Weizsicker
reported to Berlin that “hostility to Bolshevism is, in fact, the most stable
component of Vatican foreign policy,” and that “the Anglo-American
link with the Soviet Russia is detested by the [Holy See].”

The combination of Russian successes on the eastern front, the
invasion of Italy by Anglo-American forces, and the fall of Mussolini
(July 1943) led to a very noticeable increase in Communist activity in
Rome and northern Italy, where a number of Catholic priests were
murdered by Communist guerrillas, This disturbed Pope Pius, particu-
larly because of vehement anti-church Communist propaganda. Still,
the Vatican refrained from promoting a separate Italian peace with the
Allies, because it would necessarily weaken Germany. The radical cure
for Italian communism lay in the defeat of Communist Russia.

But Communist agitation in Rome was close to home, and it rested
uneasily on Pius's mind. It would necessarily have reminded him of the
the tumultuous days in Munich at the end of the Great War when he had
himself faced down a gun-toting Red revolutionary. Pius’s concern over
Italian Communist activity coincided with Germany’s concern about
Rome’s Jews, whom they wished to “resettle.” When the roundup of
hundreds of Jews took place in October 1943 just outside Vatican city,
Ambassador Weizsticker and other Germans held their breath to see if
the pope would protest. He did not, but three days later he requested that

rmany increase its police manpower in Rome in order to cut down

on Communist agitation.

The same priority of concerns was reflected several months later, in
December 1943, when a Vatican consultation about Germany was in-
tercepted by Berlin or allowed to leak out by the Holy See. Reichssicher-
heitshauptamt (Reich Security Main Office) chief Emst Kaltenbrunner
sent a memorandum to Joachim von Ribbentrop, German minister for
foreign affairs, which reported that the main obstacles to a loyal rela-
tionship between the church and National Socialism lay in the latter's
euthanasia and sterilization policies. The murder of the Jews was lell
out of the equation.

'A 1933 treaty between the Vatican and Nazi Germany that promised religious frecdin
to German Catholics. — Ed.

The Silence of Pope Pius XII

Pmrsll'!{]l’s response to the Allies’ Casablanca ultimatum for an
unconditional surrender was to call for g peace of justice rather than a
peace of force in his 1943 Christmas address, Sitting on the diplomatic
sidelines, Pius referred derisively to the “Big Three” in conversation
with Germany's Ambassador Weizsicker, Pius had been upset with Ger-
many when Hitler negotiated a non-ageression pact with Russia and
invaded western Europe, but when the dictator returned to his quest for
i_l.chenslra um and invaded Russia in 1941, the pope became visibly emo-
tional in conversation with the Spanish ambassador about what ap-
p?ar,ed to be the German defeat of the Communist menace. Because :I:L
(I:,L,:j 5 mn}d GEman}f remained the last line of defense against Russian

minism, the i i
i Wemﬁg:g: frequently discussed schemes for g negotiated

The troubling aspect of Pius’s reoccupati ith di
that Jews would continue to be muprderesf Esat;:::c?;tgdc:giﬁng
qnder way. Hundreds of thousands of Jews were murdered during the
fime period between the battle of Stalingrad and the end of the wa% In-
stead of confronting Weizsiicker with these erimes Pius discussed t:ate
negotiations with him, The subject of the Jewsrand their fate FrInEWr
came up. During 1943, Pius’s attention remained riveted on his church

and the potential danger to it from aerial
e attacks and fr ;
Historian Saul Friedlander asks, CER R PPt

Pius would necessarily have been aware of the ongoin

thﬁ.:-]am because of reports about it to the Holy See an:!g:ppga?:;:::i;f
to Intervene. This continued almost to the end of the war, when inter-
natmna! efforts, which involved the Holy See, got underl way to save
Hungarian Jews from deportation to Auschwitz, A high-ranking official
in the secretariat of state, Monsignor Domenico Tardini, told the Ger-
man ambassador that the United States would pmbahl}: object to his
[iafest}”pmpoga] for negotiations because of the Holocaust (the “Jewish
matter”). While Weizsicker fished Vatican waters for negotiations, the
Allies pressed Pius to speak out about the Holocaust, r

Although Catholies and non-Catholics inside and outside the diplo-
matic corps reminded Pius of his role as a moral leader with referenc]: to
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the Holocaust, he concentrated on diplomacy, often to the exclusion
of genocide. The pope allowed the Vatican to become involved with
German resistance in an attempt to overthrow Hitler. Later, when Italy
wearied of the war, Pius again violated the Vatican's neutrality by allow-
ing England'’s minister to the Holy See to be an intermediary between
England and Italy. But when it came to the Holocaust, strict diplomatic
rules were adhered to. The Holy See did not allow its diplomatic offices
to involve themselves in the negotiations with England and the United
States that were necessary to ensure safe passage across the Mediter-
ranean for the Jews in the Italian zone of France, who were desperately
seeking to avoid deportation to Auschwitz.

As the Holocaust lingered on into the latter years of the war, Pius
wearied of hearing about the Jews. “I remember,” Polish ambassador to
the Vatican Kazimierz Papée recalled, “when | came to see the Holy
Father for . . . perhaps the tenth time in 1944; he was angry. When he
saw me as | entered the room and stood at the door awaiting permission
to approach, he raised both his arms in a gesture of exasperation. ' have
listened again and again to your representations about Our unhappy
children in Poland, he said. "Must I be given the same story yet again?"”
Even though ambassador Papée and western diplomats repeatedly
pressed Pius about the Holocaust, the pope omitted time and again to
discuss it with Germany's Ambassador Weizsiicker, who would later be
found guilty of war crimes against Jews at the Nuremberg Trials.

The correspondence and dispatches of the German ambassador and
the American envoy to the Vatican make it clear that Pope Pius's second
great concern was the possible bombing of Rome, not the murder of the
Jews. With the Holocaust in full force, the Vatican's diplomatic staff and
the pope himself devoted most of their energy to ensuring that neither
Germany nor the Allies would bomb Rome. This became possible for
the Allies after General Erwin Rommel's Panzerkorps had been pushed
out of northern Africa, allowing English and American troops to cross
the Mediterranean and occupy Sicily. Driving German forces from
mountainous southern Italy proved a more difficult task, one that lasted
from the summer of 1943 to the summer of 1944, During these months
of acute danger, the Holy See communicated directly with Envoy Taylor
or Chargé d'Affaires Tittman no fewer than thirty-four times in an effort
to forestall the bombing of Rome. . . .

President Roosevelt . . . promised that no American aircraft would
drop bombs over the Vatican. The Holy See continued to press the issue

The Silence of Pﬁpe Pis XII

relentlessly, both through Envoy Taylor and through th .
gate to the United States, trying to exact promises %hat \?ﬁ?mmm dele-
outside Vatican City would also not be harmed. Roose,, Ilcan property
exasperated, finally gave instructions that the apostolic E’it' somewhat
be informed that “war is war,” and that with the Gep,_ 50.¢ should
of the city of Rome, no further promises would be for.. " "4
Holy See responded that if Vatican property were indeey it;mlng. The
pope would protest publicly. No such threat was ever y, d b, the
the murder of the Jews. Ade regarding
It exasperated observers, both inside and outside the V..
pope would be so concerned over what had not yet mk::tlc?n.that the
little concemed over the ongoing murder of the Jews. Ca.d-P El'm and 0
remarked as early as 1940 that the pope dwelt too much e Tisserant
of Rome's being bombed and not enough on the affairs :? &’:he danger
In September, Myron Taylor told Montini that the “d = ch:ur::h,
manities in Germany against civilian populations are rable inhu-
hensible than the attacks on all her neighbors whom Ehm?m i
Minister Osborne put it to the Vatican secretary of state , - invaded,
on December 14, 1942: “Instead of thinking of nothing hmuf blundy
ing of Rome, [the Holy See] should consider [its] clut':e,t-"t e anib-
the unprecedented crime against humanity of Hitler; " 'c-Pect to
extermination of the Jews." ‘ampaign of
Bishop Preysing, writing to Pius from heavily hﬁmbed .
adopted the perspective that Minister Osborne found ki I?'H]m’
pope. “Even more bitter [events than the air raids] face us he 5 H?e
with the new wave of Jewish deportations that were put iy i E'E.dm
before the first of March [1943].” Preysing then asked they oo /5t
out again about the Holocaust. Six months later, in Octo ?e to wpeak
Pius was confronted with the precise choice that Bishmppr 9413. Pope
put to him so pointedly — deportation of Jews versus Etﬁi}e{:‘ng had
ment. [t was at that time that the Reich Security Main Off mbard-
deport the Jews of Rome to Auschwitz. maved to
When the catastrophe struck the Roman Jews, the Doy
Basilica of San Lorenzo, which took place in July, still w:gg ﬂfﬂ.“
on the pope’s mind. . . . heavlly
. . . The evening of the day on which San Lorenzo y, hagihad

Pope Pius wept as he prayed the rosary while looking out oy,

Rome from his Vatican quarters. When Vatican City itself the city of

victim of an air raid, the Holy See assumed, incorrectly asl-lb;fn‘;::le th:
out,
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that an American plane was to blame. Because of all of the destruction
by the Allies, Ambassador Weizsiicker could report to Berlin that Ger-
many was winning the propaganda war. How could this be, survivor and
historian Saul Friedlander has asked, at a time when the pope was
aware of the nature of Hitler’s regime?

In his correspondence with Bishop Preysing, Pope Pius made no
secret of his priorities. Responding to the Berlin prelate, who had urged
the pope to address the Holocaust, Pius asserted that the most pressing
problem facing him lay in maintaining the absolute trust of Catholics,
regardless of which side they fought for, so as to ensure the church’s
unity. Pius felt that if Rome became contested by Germans on one side
and Anglo-Americans on the other, this trust would be in jeopardy. Pius
also defended his policy by saying that he was conscience bound to
bring all the pressure he could muster on the Allies not to bomb Rome.
Catholics the world over, he said, saw the Eternal City as the center of
Christendom and the birthplace of the church. As such, Rome symbal-
ized the universal nature of the church. Should this symbol be destroyed,
Pius affinned, faith and hope among Catholics would be shaken.

What Pope Pius told Bishap Preysing, he could not tell the rest of
the world. The fortunes of the war made the threat of Allied bombard-
ment greater than bombardment by Germany so long as Pius remained
silent about the murder of the Jews. The Holy See dared not link its

concern over the possible bombing of Rome to its silence about the
Holocaust because of the implication that the murder of Europe’s Jews
was a lesser priority.

Earlier Pius had assured Bishop Preysing that he was doing all tha
he could for the persecuted Jews, that he deeply sympathized with them,
and that he prayed for them. The pontiff asserted that what he had said
about the persecution of the Jews in his 1942 Christmas address? “was
short but well understood,” and he said that he intended to speak onl
again when the circumstances were right. Whatever circumstances the
pope had in mind evidently never came to pass.

The inconsistencies of papal policy relative to the Holocaust miy
best be understood in the light of Pius's assumptions and priorities. These

¥T'he Pope had broadcasted a general statement of sympathy for those who “by reason ol
their nationality or race are marked down for death or gradual estinetion.” — Ed,
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were, first, that the welfare of Catholic states took precedence over the
interests of Jews. The Holy See used diplomacy rather than (public)
mumld strictures to attempt to curtail the involvement of Slovakia and
Croatia in genocide. Pius XII did not want to undercut popular support
for the fledgling governments of these new Catholic countries by threat-
ening their leaders with excommunication. The same policy held in
western Europe for Catholic Vichy France. The Vatican avoided inter-
fering :with the “resettlement” of Jews after a sharp government waming
following the courageous statements of a number of French bishops.

Second, the long-term danger that communism potentially held for
the church preoccupied Pope Pius. His assumption that Germany would
be the west's defense against bolshevism ensured that Pius's diplomatic
course would be rocky, since Hitler instigated both the Second World
War and the Holocaust. But Pius stayed his course inflexibly, The Vat-
ican warned Slovakian leaders that “resettlement” meant perdition for
its Jews, but only months later Pius allowed the Germans to “resettle”
the Jews of Rome without ultering a word. Earlier, before the German
occupation of Italy, the Vatican and officials in Mussolini’s government
h?dhcmp-eratad smoothly to save Jews. When the Germans took control
Eei:a?ff;??:ir the Vatican refrained from even approaching them on

_ Pius's assumptions and priorities are clearly set forth in his letters to
B:s}:.np Preysing in 1943 and 1944. He wanted his German friend from
Weimar years to know that he cared about the Jews, but that his first
concern was for the Catholic church, its universality and unity. Pius may
have feared that communicating throughout the church word of the
murders perpetrated by the Catholic Ustasha,} the complicity in genocide
of Catholic Slovak priest Tiso, and the crimes of Catholic Austrians and
Germans committed against Catholics in Poland would deeply divide the
church. But this apprehension does not explain the Vatican’s decelera-
tion of information about the murder of the Jews.

Pius X1l harbored a personal ambition to play an important role in
world 4:!1Plon1acy. and he felt duty bound to shield the visible cenicr of
Catholicism from destruction, Standing amid the ruins of the Busilic
of San Enrenzclb. Pope Pius said, “Almost in the center of Rome . . . s
our Vatican City, an independent state and an independenl neifil

"The regime that controlled Croatia, a German satellite state during the v
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ich shelters priceless treasures, sacred not only to the Apostolic
sStch':-:?l to the whole %aﬁolic world.” The Vatican's “priceless treqsures"
were not worth the lives of millions of Jewish men, women, and ch|1d_ren,
but in Pius's view what those treasures stood for were worth those lives.
Pius XII's priorities put Jews at mortal risk. Thousands, perhaps
tens of thousands, of additional Jews would have eluded Hlﬂefs death
camps had the Holy See accelerated rather than decelerated informa-
tion about genocide. Did Pope Pius think the church so fragile that,
should he speak out, it would not survive the war, even though it had
survived the fratricidal Great War intact? Should the p-ms_lhle bﬂmba_:d-
ment of Rome have been Pius's primary concern, or, as Bishop Preysing
pointed out, should not the moral issue of the murder of the Jews have
taken precedence? Were the churches and utherr structures of_Rume
and the Vatican really the nerve center of Catholic faith that Pius 'Iac-
lieved them to be? Was the possible future clash between Christianity
and atheistic communism more important than the slaughter of the Jews
who were being murdered in eastern Europe, and who would continue
to be murdered while Pius hoped for a negotiated sftﬂcm:nt to the
war that would favor genocidal Germany, the church'’s defender from

Russian communism? . . .

Pius XII's leadership failures inevitably affected how Catholics in
high and low stations reacted to the Holocaust. The centuries of pogroms
and antisemitism notwithstanding, the murder of thle Jews was an un-
precedented event that struck Catholics, especially in eastemn Europe,
as an apocalyptic event in some sense. Germans, hoping not to be held
responsible for the Holocaust, did not wish to hear news of it Elsewhere
in Europe, the Nazi terror had the same effect on p-eophj- to a greater or
lesser extent, depending upon the degree of collaboration in each re-
gion. Only very strong papal leadership could have broken through
these several obstructions to rally more Catholics to the cause of the
Jews, who were traditionally regarded as outsiders. o :

The necessity for incisive leadership was most obvious in (??thol_m
Hungary. Eastern European bishops often held leadership positions in
both the church and the state prior to the Holocaust. Acting on cultural
animosity toward Jews, they helped to enact anhsemrlhc Ieg_mlatlnn as

parliamentarians during the interwar period. Hungary's Cardinal Serédi
played this role, and then turned a blind eye to the murder of the Jews
during the course of the Second World War. Were these prelates unable

The Silence of Pope Pius XII

to see or to regret that what they had done before the war led ineluctably
to what happened to the Jews during the war? When they persisted in
their antisemitic convictions, did they think that the Nazis were the hand
of God punishing his Chosen People? Since some eastern European
bishops showed a correct and courageous attitude toward the persecuted
Jews, we may assume that a sharp Vatican rebuke toward callous mem-
bers of the Slovakian, Croatian, and Hungarian hierarchy would have
had some effect.

Those bishops who harbored no ill will toward Jews — and they
were numerous in western Europe, including Cermany — tried to rescue
them. We have seen that this occurred in Italy, France, Belgium, and
Germany, although not uniformly throughout the land. Many bishops
believed that in the face of Nazi ruthlessness, Catholics could accom-
plish more by sheltering a few Jews than by a public protest against their
mass slaughter. But the postwar statement of Cardinal Fri ngs to the effect
that the passivity of German bishops before the Nazis resembled the
passivity of Christ before Pilate is completely lacking in credibility. A
number of bishops would very likely have spoken out if Pope Pius him-
self had done so or had encouraged them to do so. Pius XII's limitations
as a church leader register here clearly, because, while claiming that
when bishops spoke they spoke for him, he failed to tell them about the
death camps in eastern Europe. In the absence of Vatican leadership, no
European bishop had the courage to follow the example of Berlin priest
Bernhard Lichtenberg and protest publicly.

We must look lower down the hierarchical ladder to find the Catho-
lics who sacrificed the most for the Jewish people. Bearing in mind that
they were only a tiny minority of all Catholics, we find that priests, nuns,
and laypersons, rather than bishops, were prepared to intervene on behalf
of Jews. A walk along the Avenue of the Righteous at the Yad Vashem
memorial in Jerusalem gives witness to the number of Polish Catholics
who sacrificed themselves, even their lives, for Jews. Operating through
convent and monastery networks, within diocesan structures, through
individual parish communities, through their own organizations such as

Zegota, or, quite simply, as individual believers, hundreds, if not thou-
sands, of Catholics throughout Europe came to the assistance of Jews.
On the basis of their efforts, we may speculate that if there had been ef-
fective leadership on the part of the Holy See or on the part of bishops,
the Catholic church could have organized a much more extensive and
effective underground rescue operation,
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We must not exaggerate about what might have been accomplished.

Regardless of who the pontiff was, the centuries-old tradition of anti-
semitism, dating back to the Fathers of the Church, if not to the Gospels
themselves, could not have been reversed quickly enough either to fore-
stall the Holocaust or to cause the majority of Catholics to come to the
rescue of the Jews. In the middle of the war, Pope Pius wrote to Bishop
Konrad Preysing that his pontificate was the most difficult of modern
times. There can be no doubt about that. No other pope had to deal
simultaneously with the problems of communism, world war, and geno-
cide. Nevertheless, it remains lamentable that the murder of the Jews
found a low place among Pope Pius's concerns. The pope’s Cold War
policies, giving precedence to the danger of communism over justice for
Holocaust war criminals, speak volumes about his priorities. Had either
Pius XII's predecessor or his successor led Catholics during the Second
World War, historians would have more words of praise and fewer words
of regret for the history of the church during the Holocaust.

Walter Laqueur

The Failure to
Comprehend

[TThere is one main pitfall in a work of this kind: the temptations of
hindsight. Nothing is easier than to apportion praise and blame, writing
many years after the events: some historians find the temptation irre-
sistible. But the “final solution” more perhaps than any other subject
should be approached in a spirit of caution and even humility. It is very
easy to claim that everyone should have known what would happen
once Fascism came to power, But such an approach is ahistorical.
Nazism was an unprecedented phenomenon. In Fascist Italy, with all its
evils, it is also true that during the bwenty years of its existence some

From The Terrible Secret by Walter Lagqueur. Copyright © 1981 by Walter Lagueur.
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twenty enemies of the state (or of Mussolini} were actually executed,
and of those some had, in fact, engaged in terrorist action. There was
no precedent in recent European history for the murderous character of
German National Socialism and for this reason mast contemporaries
were caught unprepared.

To understand this reluctance not only in Britain and the Uni
States but also inside Germany and even miong the Jews themse]vesmm
give clrec]ence to the news about the mass murder, one ought to consider
the ?-usfurica] impact of the atrocity propaganda in the First World War.
While this had not, of course, been the first war in which allegations
had been made of widespread massacres and unspeakable cruelty, such
propaganda campaigns had never before been conducted systematically
on such a large scale. Both sides engaged in such propaganda, but the
British and French with much greater effect than the Germans who felt
aggrieved that they were losing the battle of words even though they had
made a valiant effort to charge their enemies (and especially the Cossacks
in Kast Prussia) with every possible crime.

Western allegations of German atrocities began with the violation
of Belgian neutrality by the Germans in August 1914, The Germans, it
was said, had ravished women and even young children, impaled and
crucified men, cut off tongues and breasts, gouged eyes and burned down
whole villages. These reports were not only carried in sensationalist
newspapers but also endorsed by leading writers, . . .

Some readers probably remembered these stories when in June 1942
the Daily Telegraph was the first to report that 700,000 Jews had been
gassed. For when the First World War had ended it soon appeared that
many of these reports had either been invented — and some of the
inventors admitted this much — or grossly exaggerated. The invasion of
Belgium had indeed been a war crime, many Belgian civilians had
been executed by the Germans on charges of armed resistance which
were frequently unproven and there was a considerable amount of
wanton destruction. But neither had the Allies always been wholly in-
nocent and, in any case, it was a far ery from these acts to the allegations
previously made with regard to German outrages. In the mid-twenties,
Austen Chamberlain, the Foreign Secretary, admitted in Parliament
that the story of the corpse factory had been without foundation. And as
late as February 1938, on the eve of another war, Harold Nicolson said
sllsu in the House of Commens, that “we had lied damnably,” that the
lies had done Britain tremendous harm and that he hoped that he
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would not see such propaganda again. Thus, when in late 1941 and
1942 information was again received about mass murder, about the use
of poison gas and the manufacture of soap from corpses, the general in-
clination was to disbelieve it, frequently with reference to “lessons” from
the First World War: no one wanted to be misled for the second time
within one generation. Two vital circumstances were ignored: above all
the fact that Nazi Germany of 1942 was a political regime very different
from the Emperor’s Reich of 1914, and secondly that even in the First
World War, albeit in different conditions, large-scale killings had taken
place in distant parts — the Armenian massacres. The atrocity propa-
ganda of the First World War acted as a deterrent; it was not the only
psychological obstacle making the acceptance of the horrible news so
difficult, but certainly a very important one. Even what happened before
1939 in Germany and Austria could not be reasonably considered at the
time the logical prelude to genocide. Hence the reluctance of the Jews
both inside Europe and outside to believe the information about the
“final solution.” Accusations have been levelled against the Poles, the
Western Allies and the Soviet leaders, against the Vatican and the Red
Cross and almost everyone else for having betrayed the Jews. This study
concerns itself not with the question of rescue but with the transmission
of information. For all these countries and organizations the Jewish cata-
strophe was a marginal issue. This is particularly true for the main strate-
gists of the war against Nazi Germany. Their paramount aim was to win
the war against Hitler. Everything else was a matter of little interest and
low priority. Winning the war in 1942 was bound to be more than a
part-time preoccupation for the outcome was as yet by no means certain.

But tout comprendre is not necessarily tout pardonner. When all al-
lowances have been made, when all mitigating circumstances have been
accorded, it is still true that few come out of the story unblemished. It was
a story of failure to comprehend, among Jewish leaders and communities
inside Europe and outside, a story of failure among non-Jews in high
positions in neutral and Allied countries who did not care, or did not
want to know or even suppressed the information.

It will be asked whether it really would have mattered if the world
had accepted the facts of the mass murder earlier than it did. No one
knows. Quite likely it would not have made much difference. The Jews
inside Europe could not have escaped their fate, those outside were too
weak to help, and the neutrals and the Allies might not have done more
than they did in any case, which, as is known, was very little indeed.

The Failure to Comprehend

But there is no certainty. It is unlikely that many of those killed in
1942 could have been saved. Militarily, Germany was still very strong, its
hold on its allies and satellites unbroken, There were, however, ways and
means fo rescue some even then. They might or might not have suc-
ceeded, Ihut they were not even tried. It was a double failure, first of com-
prehension and later of seizing the opportunities which still existed. . . .

The evide:nce gai:h ered so far shows that news of the “final solution™ had
been received in 1942 all over Europe, even though all the details were

not known. If so, why were the signals so i
- It 50, frequently misunderstood and
the message rejected? : . .

1. The fact that Hitler had given an explicit order to kill all Jews was
not known for a long time. His decision was taken soon after he
had made up his mind to invade Russia. Vietor Brack, who worked
atthf: time in Hitler's Chancellery, said in evidence at Nuremberg
that it was no secret in higher party circles by March 1941 that the
Jews were to be exterminated. But “higher party circles” may have
meant at the time no more than a dozen people. In March 1941,
even Eichmann did not know, for the preparations for the depor-
tations and the camps had not yet been made. First instructions to
this effect were given in Goering’s letter to Heydrich of 31 July
1941, The fact that an order had been given by Hitler became
known outside Germany only in July 1942 and even then in a dis-
torted form: Hitler (it was then claimed) had ordered that no Jew
should be left in Germany by the end of 1942. But there is no
evidence that such a time limit had ever been set. It would not
hate been difficult, for instance, to deport all Jews from Berlin in
1941,_ but in fact the city was declared empty of Jews by Goebbels
only in August 1943, Witnesses claimed to have seen the order,
butit is doubtful whether there ever was a written order. This has
given rise to endless speculation and inspired a whole “revisionist”
ltltmmrc — quite needlessly, because Hitler, whatever his other
vices, was not a bureaucrat. He was not in the habit of giving writ-
ten arders on all occasions: there were no written orders for the
murderous “purge” of June 1934, for the killing of gypsies, the so-
called euthanasia action (T4) and on other such occasions. The
more abominable the crime, the less likely that there would be a
witen “Fiihrer order.” If Himmler, Heydrich or even Eichmann
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said that there was such an order, no one would question or insist 3. If so much was known so quickly among the Jews of Easteyy Europe

on seeing it.

. The order had practical consequences, it affected the lives or, to be
precise, the deaths of millions of people. For this reason details
about the “final solution” seeped out virtually as soon as the mass
slaughter started.

The systematic massacres of the Einsatzgruppen in Eastern
Galicia, White Russia, the Ukraine and the Baltic countries became
known in Germany almost immediately. True, the scene of the
slaughter was distant and it took place in territories in which at the
time civilians and foreigners were not freely permitted to travel. But
many thousands of German officers and soldiers witnessed these
scenes and later reported them and the same is true of Italian, Hun-
garian and Romanian military personnel. The German Foreign
Ministry was officially mformed about the details of the massacres;
there was much less secrecy about the Einsatzgruppen than later on
about the extermination camps. The Soviet Government must have
leamed about the massacres within a few days; after several weeks
the news became known in Western capitals too, well before the
Wannsee Conference. The slaughter at Kiev (Babi Yar) took place
on 29-30 September 1941. Foreign journalists knew about it within
a few days; within less than two months it had been reported in the
Western press. The massacres in Transniestria became known almost
immediately. Chelimno, the first extermination camp, was opened
on 8 December 1941; the news was received in Warsaw within less
than four weeks and published soon afterwards in the underground
press. The existence and the function of Belzec and Treblinka were
known in Warsaw among Jews and non-Jews within two weeks after
the gas chambers had started operating. The news about the suicide
of Czerniakow, the head of the Warsaw Judenrat, reached the Jewish
press abroad within a short time. The deportations from Warsaw
were known in London after four days. There were some exceptions:
the true character of Auschwitz did not become known among Jews
and Poles alike for several months after the camp had been tummed
into an extermination centre. At the time in Poland it was believed
that there were only two types of camps, labour camps and extermi-
nation camps, and the fact that Auschwitz was a “mixed camp” seems
to have baffled many.

and if the information was circulated through illegal NeWSpapers and
by other means — there were wireless sets in all major gheyos
why was it not believed? In the beginning Russian and Poligh jeqry
were genuinely unprepared, and the reasons have been state. Soviet
Jews had been kept uninformed about Nazi mtentions ang practices

Polish Jews believed that the massacres would be limigeg ¢, the:
former Soviet territories. At first there was the tendency to interpret
these events in the light of the past: persecution and pagyy e The
Jewish leaders in Warsaw who learned about events in [ ;100000
and Latvia in early 1942 should have realized that these yeore not
“pogroms” in the traditional sense, spontaneous mob actyne nor
excesses committed by local commanders. There are fey, arhi"rrmy
actions in a totalitarian regime. The Einsatzgruppen acted 1 athodic
cally and in cold blood. The majority of Jewish leaders iy pastern
Europe did not yet realize that this was the beginning of 3 Sstematic
campaign of destruction. The whole scheme was hisian
imagination; they thought the Nazis incapable of the myrder of
millions. Communication between some of the ghettos wg jrrepy.
lar; Lodz ghetto, the second largest, was more or less isolyed Byt
rumours, on the other hand, still travelled fast. If the infyration

about the “final solution” had been believed it would have yo,ohed

every corner of Poland within a few days. But it was not beligyad and

when the “deportations” from Polish ghettos began in Mar}, 1942

it was still generally thought that the Jews would be trangygrted 1o

places further East.

The illegal newspapers and other sources conveyed diygyjeting
news, and the possibility that many would perish was mengioned
But the information was contradictory. Most people did nt o the
underground press and there were no certainties. Perhaps o Nasis
did after all need a large part of the Jewish population a5, |boyr
force for the war economy; perhaps the war would soon be g per-
haps a miracle of some sort or another would happen. R‘Jt‘ngu;s aos
rife in desperate situations and so is the belief in miracleg

After July 1942 (the deportations from Warsaw} it is ygre and
more difficult to understand that there still was widespread ey f16ion
about the Nazi designs among Jews in Poland, and that the 11,110
were not recognized for what they were — certainties. Ay rational
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analysis of the situation would have shown that the Nazi aim was
the destruction of all Jews. But the psychological pressures militated
against rational analysis and created an atmosphere in which wish-
ful thinking seemed to offer the only antidote to utter despair.

. Of all the other Jewish communities only the Slovaks seem to have

realized at an early date some of the dangers facing them. (So did the
Romanians but their position was altogether different.) But even they
failed to understand until late 1943 that the Nazis aimed at killing all
Jews. The other communities (including German, Dutch, Danish,
French, Greek Jews, etc.) seem to have lived in near ignorance al-
most to the very end. These communities were isolated, the means
of information at their disposal limited. But with all this, most Jews
in Europe, and many non-Jews, had at the very least heard rumours
about some horrible events in Eastern Europe and some had heard
more than ramours. These rumours reached them in dozens of dif-
ferent ways. But they were either not believed or it was assumed that
“it cannot happen here.” Only a relatively small minority tried to
hide or escape, aware that deportation meant death. Nazi disinfor-
mation contributed to the confusion among the Jews. But the Nazi
lies were usually quite threadbare and they cannot be considered the
main source of the disorientation.

. Jewish leaders and the public abroad (Britain, America and Pales-

tine) found it exceedingly difficult in their great majority to accept
the ample evidence about the “final solution” and did so only with
considerable delay. They too thought in categories of persecution
and pogroms at a time when a clear pattern had already emerged
which pointed in a different direction. It was a failure of intelli-
gence and imagination caused on one hand by a misjudgment of
the murderous nature of Nazism, and on the other hand by a false
optimism. Other factors may have played a certain role: the feeling
of impotence (“we can do very little, so let us hope for the best"),
the military dangers facing the Jewish community in Palestine in
1942, If the evidence was played down by many Jewish leaders
and the Jewish press, it was not out of the desire to keep the com-
munity in a state of ignorance, but because there were genuine
doubts. As the worst fears were confirmed, there was confusion
among the leaders as to what course of action to choose. This was
true especially in the US and caused further delay in making the
news public. In Jerusalem the turning point came with the arrival
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of a graup of Palestinian citizens who had been repatriated from
Europe in November 1942, The leaders of the Jewish Agency, who
]Ulfll been unwilling o accept the written evidence gathered by ex-
perienced Gh§CWE{S: Were ready to believe the accounts delivered
by chance arrivals in fage_tg-face meetings.

+ The Polish undergroung played a pivotal role in the transmission

of the news to the West [t had a fairly good intelligence-gathering
network and also the means to convey the information abroad
through the 5':'“““?""3"'3 tadio and couriers, Most of the information
about the Nazi P“Im}' Ofextermination reached Jewish circles abroad
through the Polish underground, The Poles had few illusions about
l]‘fﬂ intentions of th'? Nuzis and their reports gave an unvarnished
picture of the situation. They have been accused of playing down
the Jewish catastrophe in order not to distract world opinion from
t!"t suffering of H“j—‘ Pl"v‘l'ﬂi people, and of having temporarily discon-
tinued the transmission io the West of news about the killing of the
Jews. The Polish undergiound, needless to say, was mainly preoccu-
pied with the fate of the Poligh peaple, not with that of a minority.
B_Htl it dilf] not, on “_“3 whole, suppress the news about the mass
}{1:111"&5 in its hulletmlf and the information transmitted abroad.
ere was one exceplim — the period in late July, August and
early September 1942 (e depurtgt?ons from Walrs;rw}, when the
!—ﬂ“d'ﬂ“ Gﬂf""e“'lm‘-':“t"“exiie, either on its own initiative or follow-
ing t!'“? advice of the Bijsh Foreign Office, did not immediately
publicize the news recived from Warsaw. The evidence is con-
flicting: the informationyas certainly played down for some time
but there was no total blekout. There was delay in London but no
more than thf—‘ delay amig the Jewish leaders who also disbelieved
the information when hey first received it. It cannot be proved
whether or not the Lonion Polish Government-in-exile did show
the members of the Natinal Council all the material received. But
Zygielbojm and Schwanbart certainly had access to all essential
lﬂf?rmﬂt'ﬂn- The Polish Government was the first to alarm the
Allied governments andworld public opinion but it was accused of
exaggeration, as were theJews at a later date, From this time up to
the '-‘fﬂd of the W'-?‘frﬂ"ﬁ Mmber of victims given in the official dec-
lﬂrﬂtl?nﬁ of the Allied guernments was consistently too low. Even
after it had been accepd in London and Washington that the
information about the s slaughter was correct, the British and
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US governments showed much concern that it should not be given
too much publicity.

. Millions of Germans knew by late 1942 that the Jews had disap-

peared. Rumours about their fate reached Germany mainly through
officers and soldiers returning from the eastern front but also through
other channels. There were clear indications in the wartime speeches
of the Nazi leaders that something more drastic than resettlement
had happened. Knowledge about the exact manner in which they
had been killed was restricted to a very few. It is, in fact, quite likely
that while many Germans thought that the Jews were no longer
alive, they did not necessarily believe that they were dead. Such be-
lief, needless to say, is logically inconsistent, but a great many logical
inconsistencies are accepted in wartime. Very few people had an in-
terest in the fate of the Jews, Most individuals faced a great many
more important problems, It was an unpleasant topic, speculations
were unprofitable, discussions of the fate of the Jews were discour-
aged. Consideration of this question was pushed aside, blotted out for
the duration.

8. Neutrals and international organizations such as the Vatican and

the Red Cross knew the truth at an early stage. Not perhaps the
whole truth, but enough to understand that few, if any, Jews would
survive the war. The Vatican had an unrivalled net of informants all
over Europe. It tried to intervene on some occasions on behalf of
the Jews but had no wish to give publicity to the issue. For this
would have exposed it to German attacks on one hand and pressure
to do more from the Jews and the Allies. Jews, after all, were not
Catholics. In normal times their persecution would have evoked
expressions of genuine regret. But these were not normal times and
since the Holy See could do little — or thought it could do little —
even for the faithful Poles, it thought it could do even less for the
Jews. This fear of the consequences of helping the Jews influenced
its whole policy. The position of the International Red Cross was,
broadly speaking, similar. It had, of course, fewer sources of infor-
mation than the Catholic Church and less influence. But it also
magnified its own weakness. It was less exposed, in fact, to retaliatory
action than it thought, and while its protests might well have been
to no avail, it could have made known directly and indirectly the
facts it knew. Some of its directors did so.

The Failure to Comprehend

The neutral governments received much information about the
“final solution” through many channels. There was no censorship in
Sweden (except self-censorship) and in 1942 Swiss press censorship
did not prevent publication of news about the fate of the Jews. Not
all Swiss newspapers showed an equal measure of understanding and
compassion, and the Swedish press had instructions not to report
“atrocities,” but their readers could have had few doubts about the
true state of affairs by late 1942,

. Neither the United States Govemment, nor Britain, nor Stalin

showed any pronounced interest in the fate of
kept informed through Jewish organizations an:ll‘fhlrzﬁuzh'{;]lgrﬁ
channels. From an early date the Soviet pregs published much gen-
eral information about Nazi atrocities in the occupied areas but only
rarely revealed that Jews were singled out for extermination. To this
day the Soviet Communist Party line has not changed in this1respect'
it has not admitted that any mistakes were made, that the Jewish Pﬂp—‘
ulation was quite unprepared for the Ei'nmtggmppm, It is not con-
ceded even now that if specific wamings had been given by the
Soviet media in 1941 (which were informed about events behind the
German lines) lives might have been saved. As far as the Soviet
publications are concerned the Government and the Communist
Party acted correctly — Soviet citizens of Jewish origin did not fare
differently from the rest under Nazi rule, and if they did, it is
thought inadvisable to mention this. The only mildly critical voloss
that have been heard can be found in a few literary works describing
the events of 1941-2. Some Western observers have argued that the
(infrequent) early Soviet news about anti-Jewish massacres commit-
ted were sometimes dismissed as “Communjs propaganda” in the
West and that for this reason the Soviet leaders decided no longer to
emphasize the specific anti-Jewish character of the extermination
campaign. This explanation is not at all convincing because Soviet
policy at home was hardly influenced by the Catholic Times. and it
should be stressed that domestically even less publicity than ilivad
was gwen to the ]e*.wsh victims from the Very beginning

In London and Washington the facts about the “final solution”
were known from an early date and reached the chiefs of intelli-

gence, the secretaries of foreign affairs and defence, But the facts
were not considered to be of great interest or importance and at least
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some of the officials did not believe them, or at least thought them
exaggerated. There was no deliberate attempt to stop the flow of
information on the mass killings (except for a while on the part of
officials in the State Department), but mainly lack of interest and
disbelief. This disbelief can be explained against the background of
Anglo-American lack of knowledge of European affairs in general
and Nazism in particular, Although it was generally accepted that
the Nazis behaved in a less gentlemanly way than the German
armies in 1914-18, the idea of genocide nevertheless seemed far
fetched. Neither the Luftwaffe nor the German navy nor the Afrika
Korps had committed such acts of atrocities, and these were the
only sections of the German armed forces which Allied soldiers
encountered prior to 1944. The Gestapo was known from not very
credible B-grade movies. Barbaric fanaticism was unacceptable to
people thinking on pragmatic lines, who believed that slave labor
rather than annihilation was the fate of the Jews in Europe. The
evil nature of Nazism was beyond their comprehension.

But even if the realities of the “final solution” had been accepted
in London and Washington the issue would still have figured very
low on the scale of Allied priorities. 1942 was a critical year in the
course of the war; strategists and bureaucrats were not to be deflected
in the pursuit of victory by considerations not directly connected
with the war effort. Thus too much publicity about the mass murder
seemed undesirable, for it was bound to generate demands to help
the Jews and this was thought to be detrimental to the war effort.
Even in later years, when victory was already assured there was little
willingness to help. Churchill showed more interest in the Jewish
tragedy than Roosevelt and also more compassion but even he was
not willing to devote much thought to the subject. Public opinion in
Britain, the United States and elsewhere was kept informed through
the press from an early date about the progress of the “final solution.”
But the impact of the news was small or at most shortlived. The fact
that millions were killed was more or less meaningless. People could
identify perhaps with the fate of a single individual or a family but
not with the fate of millions. The statistics of murder were either
disbelieved or dismissed from consciousness, Hence the surprise and
shock at the end of the war when the reports about a “transit camp”
such as Bergen-Belsen came in: “No one had known, no one had
been prepared for this."

The Failure to Comprehend

Thus the news about the murder of many millions of Jews was not
accepted for a long time and even when it had been accepted the full
implications were not understood. Among Jews this frequently caused a
trauma in later years which in extreme cases led to the belief that every
danger facing Jews, individually or as a group, had to be interpreted in
terms of a new holocaust. Such a distortion of reality is psychologically
understandable, which does not make it any less dangerous as a poten-
tially disastrous political guideline, The impact among non-Jews has been
small. There have been, after all, many intelligence failures throughout
history. Optimists could still argue that one failure should not inspire
pessimism and strengthen the argument for worst case analysis. As the
long term (1910-50} British diplomat rightly said, his record as an
inveterate optimist has been far more impressive than that of the pro-
fessional Cassandras forever harping on the danger of war. He had been
wrong only twice. . . .

It has been said that in wartime there are no “strategic warnings,”
no unambiguous signals, no absolute certainties. Not only the signals
have to be considered but also the background noise, the interference,
the deception. If even Barbarossa and Pearl Harbor came as a surprise,
despite the fact that the eyes of the whole world were scanning the
horizons for such signals — and despite the fact that there was much
evidence and many warnings to this effect — is it not natural that
European Jewry was taken unaware? But there was one fundamental
difference: Barbarossa and Pearl Harbor were surprise attacks, whereas
the “final solution” proceeded in stages over a long period. Some have
claimed in retrospect that Mein Kampf and Hitler's speeches should
have dispelled any doubts about the Nazis’ ultimate murderous inten-
tions. But this is wrong. The “solution of the Jewish question” could
equally have meant ghettoization or expulsion to some far-away place
such as Madagascar. It was only after the invasion of the Soviet Union
that there was reason to believe that large parts of European Jewry
would not survive the war. At first there were only isolated rumours,
then the ramours thickened and eventually they became certainties. A
moderately well informed Jewish resident of Warsaw should have
drawn the correct conclusions by May 1942 and some of them did. But
the time and the place were hardly conducive to detached, objective

analysis; the disintegration of rational intelligence is one of the recur-

rent themes of all those who have written about that period on the basis
of inside knowledge.
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Democratic societies demonstrated on this occasion as on many
others, before and after, that they are incapable of understanding polit-
ical regimes of a different character. Not every modern dictatorship is
Hitlerian in character and engages in genocide but every one has the
potential to do so. Democratic societies are accustomed to think in lib-
eral, pragmatic categories; conflicts are believed to be based on misun-
derstandings and can be solved with a minimum of good will; extremism
is a temporary aberration, so is irrational behaviour in general, such as
intolerance, cruelty, etc. The effort to overcome such basic psychological
handicaps is immense. [t will be undertaken only in the light of imme-
diate (and painful) experience. Each new generation faces this challenge
again for experience cannot be inherited.

The reaction of East European Jewry can only be understood out
of their specific situation in 1942. But there are situations which cannot
be recreated, however sophisticated the techniques of simulation, how-
ever great the capacity for empathy and imagination. Generalizations
about human behaviour in the face of disaster are of limited value; each

disaster is different. Some of those who lived through the catastrophe
have tried in later years to find explanations. But while their accounts
are of great interest, they are no longer a priori reliable witnesses. Their
explanations are rooted in a different situation and this is bound to lead
to a rationalization of irrational behaviour. The “final solution” pro-
ceeded in stages, chronologically and geographically. This should have
acted as a deterrent, but it did not, on the whole, have this effect. There
were no certainties, only rumours, no full picture, only fragments. Was it
a case of a “people without understanding,” which had eyes and ears but
saw not and heard not? The people saw and heard but what it perceived
was not always clear, and when at last the message was unambiguous it
left no room for hope and was therefore unacceptable. It is a syndrome
observed by biblical prophets and modern political leaders alike, that it
is natural for man to indulge in the illusions of hope and to shut his eyes
against a painful truth.

But it is not natural for man to submit passively to a horrible fate,
not to try to escape, however great the odds against success, not to resist,
even if there is no prospect of victory. True, there are explanations even
for paralysis, but later generations can no longer accept them — hence
the abiding mystery. Total hopelessness (the psychologists say) results in
inaction; when there is no exit, such as in a mine or a submarine disaster,
this leads to resignation.

The Failure to Comprehend

The reaction of Dutch or Hungarian Jews can be compared to that
of people facing a flood and who in contradiction of all experience be-
lieve that they will not be affected but are individually or as a group
invulnerable. Some social psychologists will argue that such a denial of a
threat betrays a fear of not being able to cope with it. But if such an
explanation was true for some it certainly did not apply to others. They
genuinely did not know what was in store for them. Danish Jews were
perfectly able to escape to Sweden and if they did so only at the very last
moment the reason was that they genuinely believed that they would not
be deported. Equally, to give another example, the Jews living in Rhodes
could have fled without difficulty to Turkey and would have done so had
they known their fate in Auschwitz. But they did not know. Other Jewish
communities were indeed trapped but their situation was still not identi-
cal with that of the victims of a mine disaster, Comparisons are only of
limited help for understanding human behaviour in unique situations. In
many cases the inactivity of Jews, individuals and groups, was not the
result of paralysis but on the contrary of unwarranted optimism. . . .

One of the questions initially asked was whether it would have
made any difference if the information about the mass murder had
been believed right from the beginning, It seems quite likely that rela-
tively few people might have been saved as a result and even this is not
absolutely certain, But this is hardly the right way of posing the question,
for the misjudgment of Hitler and Nazism did not begin in June 1941
nor did it end in December 1942. The ideal time to stop Hitler was not
when he was at the height of his strength. If the democracies had shown
greater foresight, solidarity and resolution, Nazism could have been
stopped at the beginning of its campaign of aggression. No power could
have saved the majority of the Jews of the Reich and of Eastern Europe
in the summer of 1942, Some more would have tried to escape their
fate if the information had been made widely known. Some could have
been saved if Hitler's satellites had been threatened and if the peoples
of Europe had been called to extend help to the Jews. After the winter of
1942 the situation rapidly changed: the satellite leaders and even some

of the German officials were no longer eager to be accessories to mass
murder. Some, at least, would have responded to Allied pressure, but
such pressure was never exerted. Many Jews could certainly have been
saved in 1944 by bombing the railway lines leading to the extermination
centres, and of course, the centres themselves. This could have been
done without deflecting any major resources from the general war effort.
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It has been argued that the Jews could not have escaped in any case but
this is not correct: the Russians were no longer far away, the German
forces in Poland were concentrated in some of the bigger towns, and even
there their sway ran only in daytime — they no longer had the manpower
to round up escaped Jews. In short, hundreds of thousands could have
been saved. But this discussion belongs to a later period. The failure to
read correctly the signs in 1941-2 was only one link in a chain of failures.
There was not one reason for this overall failure but many different ones:
paralyzing fear on one hand and, on the contrary, l'ﬁII:HESF crptjmis_m on
the other; disbelief stemming from a lack of experience or imagination or
genuine ignorance or a mixture of some or all of these things. In some
cases the motives were creditable, in others damnable. In some instances
moral categories are simply not applicable, and there were also cases
which defy understanding to this day.
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