
Notes from this chapter begin on page 46.

Chapter 2

Americanization before 1941

S

The early years of the refugees’ emigration experience were very much shaped by 
their memories of life prior to the Nazi onslaught, and they carried the memories 
of persecution and leaving Germany, family, and friends behind. In addition, 
they were acutely aware of the Nazi state’s actions after they had arrived in the 
United States in the late 1930s and early 1940s. For the vast majority of the ref-
ugees, then, these later experiences resulted in a very strong notion that a return 
to Germany could not be in their future. Building new lives in the United States 
became their most important concern.

The refugees had to balance individual and communal efforts to construct 
themselves as “valuable Americans” with their German Jewish identities. 
Negotiations about what their Americanization should entail, and especially how 
much attachment to Germany they should keep, both as Jews from Germany 
and as new Americans, were shaped by the larger political situation in the 
United States and Europe. For many German Jewish refugees, Americanization 
involved not only a pragmatic effort to function in American society but also 
a desire to symbolically detach themselves from Germany. Almost all prag-
matic decisions made to Americanize were entangled in symbolic meanings 
surrounding Germany and were scrutinized by the refugees themselves, par-
ticularly the organized Jewish refugee community. In some sense, the refugee 
community hoped that Americanization could lift the burden of their difficult 
German Jewish past and serve as a panacea to the problems of being German 
Jewish refugees.
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The Political Climate in the United States

In 1938–1939, at the height of the influx of German Jewish refugees to the 
United States, there was considerable anti-immigration and anti-Semitic sen-
timent. When it seemed apparent that Roosevelt’s New Deal programs had 
failed to bring the nation out of the depression, propaganda by anti-immigra-
tion and anti-Semitic groups (there were over one hundred operating in the 
United States, the most influential ones led by fundamentalist Christian lead-
ers) blamed Jews for the economic problems and agitated against the arrival of 
Jewish immigrants.1 For example, the Catholic priest Charles E. Coughlin, who 
led the “National Union for Social Justice and the Christian Front,” declared 
that “Communist Jews” were responsible for the economic problems. An influx 
of Jewish immigrants, many of whom were professionals and skilled workers, 
would thus worsen the situation in an already distressed job market.2 Beginning 
in November 1938, Coughlin’s speeches were regularly broadcast on forty-seven 
radio stations and reached more than three and a half million listeners. He also 
published the magazine Social Justice, with a circulation of one million copies 
sold in every major U.S. city—evidence that anti-Semitism increasingly found 
adherents in the United States.3

American Jews responded to this anti-immigrant incitement in a variety of 
ways, from open protest to reservation and accommodation. The American 
Jewish Committee, whose members and followers were mostly Jews of German 
extraction who had been in the country since before the 1880s, had historically 
taken a position of accommodation within American society. In response to the 
refugee crisis, the committee focused its efforts on working behind the scenes, 
trying to convince important individuals in political office to improve immi-
gration policies for Jewish refugees from Europe. Open protest and agitation 
on behalf of Jews in Europe, they believed, would only worsen U.S. anti-Sem-
itism. The American Jewish Congress, on the other hand, dominated by more 
recent eastern European immigrants, did not shy away from open protest to 
reach the same goal. One measure intended to weaken the German state was the 
Congress’s participation in organizing and coordinating a boycott movement 
targeting German products and services.4 Ultimately, the American Jewish com-
munity’s efforts to influence government policy with a view to Germany’s and 
Europe’s Jews and refugees were unsuccessful. The division of the community 
has often been cited as a reason for this failure, but American Jews accounted 
for only about 3 percent of American voters, so their influence was naturally 
limited. However, different U.S. organizations assisted Jews from Germany who 
had made it into the country, such as the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society and the 
National Council of Jewish Women.

Non-Jewish organizations also supported the new arrivals and worked 
against nativist, anti-Semitic, and anti-immigrant groups. Organizations like 
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the Coordinating Committee for Aid to Refugees, the Committee for Catholic 
Refugees, and even Chambers of Commerce or Better Business Bureaus in various 
cities published statistical information about the refugees to rebut the notions of 
anti-immigrant agitators and to appease public opinion.5 The American Friends 
Service Committee, for example, a Quaker organization, printed 250 thou-
sand copies of a pamphlet entitled Refugee Facts, which were widely circulated. 
Protestant clergy received a hundred thousand of these, and the rest went to writ-
ers, editors, congressmen, and public officials. In addition, more than a hundred 
newspapers covered the publication in one way or another.6

Besides addressing concerns over the sheer number of immigrants, the writers 
of the Refugee Facts also commented on refugees’ ethnic and religious identity. 
Utilizing the fact that certain Americans viewed Germans historically as more 
desirable immigrants than Jews, they presented the refugees as Germans, playing 
down their Jewishness while stressing their German, and even Christian, iden-
tity. Explaining that Nazi racial laws defined anybody who “has even as little as 
25 percent Jewish blood in his veins” as a Jew, regardless of his or her professed 
religion, the pamphlet stressed that many had been “Christian for generations.”7 
By downplaying the religiosity of the refugees and highlighting their high skill 
and educational level, the pamphlet’s creators aimed to differentiate these Jewish 
refugees from Jewish immigrants who had arrived in previous immigration waves 
from the shtetls and towns of eastern Europe—popular targets of anti-foreigner 
agitation portraying them as poor, unskilled, and deeply (and mysteriously) 
religious. Whereas the pamphlet had been written to fight negative perceptions 
of the refugees, its content was not only exaggerated but also at least passively 
anti-Semitic in its pandering to the anti-Semitism of its audience. Even so, the 
German Jewish Aufbau ignored its implied distaste for Jews, welcoming the pam-
phlet without any objection to its approach. Under the headline “Spread the 
Truth!,” it published a small article recommending that refugees be informed 
about it and distribute it.8

This is somewhat surprising, considering that the refugees had experienced 
years of anti-Semitism, deprivation of German citizenship rights, and exclu-
sion from non-Jewish German society. However, the brochure’s focus on their 
Germanness might not have seemed that offensive to the refugees. The major-
ity of Germany’s Jews had understood themselves to be Germans first until the 
Nazis denied them that identity. On the other hand, it might have seemed wise, 
given the anti-Semitism in the United States, for anybody who wanted to advo-
cate for them, or they for themselves, to emphasize their Germanness over their 
Jewishness, even though this disregarded their complicated relationship to this 
part of their identity.
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Americanization in Theory and Practice

Acutely aware that they were not “especially welcome,” as one refugee put it, the 
refugees also tried to craft an image of themselves in the United States.9 Instead 
of focusing on their German identity, however, they focused on Americanization, 
the process of becoming adjusted and able to function in American life. For 
the majority of refugees, this was the most important goal, and the term 
Americanization appeared in virtually all contexts related to them.

The concept of Americanization dates back to about 1880, when some 
native-born Americans became alarmed by and responded to a great influx of 
immigrants. Americanization initiatives were generally geared to transforming 
immigrants into “good Americans” by teaching them English and educating 
them about the country’s history, politics, economy, laws, customs, and ways 
of life. Organized Americanization efforts remained particularly strong until 
the passage of the National Origins Act of 1924, which restricted the immigra-
tion of eastern and southern Europeans and essentially stopped that of Asians.10 
Americanization was inseparable from discriminatory nativist views about cul-
tural and racial superiority. For American Jews during the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, sponsoring Americanization programs for new Jewish 
immigrants was a response to such views in the hope such programs would take 
away the “ammunition the critics of the Jews could use against them.”11 In the 
1930s and 1940s, the concept and educational practice of Americanization was 
transformed to reflect a more culturally broad and pluralistic understanding of 
America. Instead of asking immigrants to completely abandon their culture and 
traditions, intellectuals and educators then emphasized the diversity of cultures 
in the United States and the idea that some immigrants’ traits could contribute 
positively to the country.12

German Jewish refugees promoted and discussed Americanization in their 
own organizations. Some of these had been founded by previous German Jewish 
immigrants for social and cultural purposes; however, when refugees from Nazi 
Germany began arriving, these older organizations shifted their attention to help-
ing the newcomers get by without any public support.13 This was the case with 
the New York German Jewish Club, which Jewish veterans who had fought for 
Germany in World War I founded in 1924 after emigrating to the United States. 
They intended for the club to be a “confession of faith in German culture.”14 Yet 
as more and more German Jewish refugees entered New York in the 1930s and 
1940s, many of whom joined the German Jewish Club, it changed its primary 
mission because members realized that its typical social and cultural activities 
would not serve the newcomers’ needs effectively.

To help refugees become socially and culturally integrated into American life, 
the club began publishing a monthly bulletin called Aufbau (Reconstruction) in 
1934, soon the most important refugee newspaper in the United States and 
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everywhere else Jews from German-speaking Europe had taken refuge. The 
newspaper included advice on adjusting to the United States—from learning 
English and finding employment and accommodation to becoming famil-
iar with American politics and culture. Simultaneously, it served as a forum 
that helped recreate a social and cultural environment close to what refugees 
had known in their home country. It became an important outlet for exiled, 
German-speaking writers and intellectuals publishing on matters of current 
debate and from their newly emerging works. The club itself also offered a cul-
tural program of theater performances, literature readings, and music recitals 
that catered to its largely middle-class members. While Aufbau became an essen-
tial medium of Americanization throughout the United States, German Jewish 
refugee organizations across the country modeled much of their programs on 
the New York club.

The Los Angeles German Jewish Club became the country’s second largest. 
Three German Jews who had come to the city in the 1920s founded the orga-
nization in 1934 because they wanted to help newly arriving refugees. Refugees 
themselves soon joined, quickly occupying leadership or coordinating positions. 
The club’s primary goal, stated in its Articles of Incorporation, was to promote “a 
complete program of Americanization.”15 This included club assistance “in learn-
ing about the United States, its principles of government, its laws, its institu-
tions, and its customs,” as well as “in vocational guidance . . . [and] cultural and 
social activities” to assist members “in becoming valuable American citizens.”16

The club publicized this goal within the refugee community and also to the 
broader public to forestall negative reactions toward their group in their publi-
cations, such as in the five-year anniversary edition of Neue Welt (New World), 
the club’s press organ. The club sent the special edition to its more than 850 
members, and also to at least 400 nonmembers and organizations, including 
nonimmigrants, and non-Jews.17 The idea conveyed in the newsletter’s first few 
pages was that the refugees were sincerely grateful for having been allowed into 
the country and wished to become good American citizens. While most of the 
publication was in German, the first pages were in English and contained arti-
cles with which refugees presented themselves as one group among many in a 
country built by immigrants. By calling themselves immigrants without drawing 
attention to their specific background and refugee experience, and likening their 
story to that of many others who had found a haven in United States from “per-
secution, humiliation and demoralization” before them, they sought to remind 
native-born Americans of their own roots.18 Restrictive U.S. immigration poli-
cies and negative sentiments about refugees went unmentioned. Rather, a notion 
of gratitude prevailed, with the refugees portraying Americanization as their 
duty, so that they would “leave no stone unturned in accomplishing this goal.”19 
One article proclaimed, “If we succeed then we have only paid a small debt of 
gratitude toward the country which has always given refuge and protection to the 
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persecuted and oppressed.”20 This sort of public image-making was most charac-
teristic of the refugees’ public representation at this time.

Nevertheless, Americanization was, above all, a practical necessity, as life in 
the United States depended on one’s ability to function in the American envi-
ronment. Unlike some famous intellectual or political exiles, most refugees could 
not foresee returning to Germany, even if some may have wished to. Their expe-
riences of gradual and violent exclusion from all areas of life in Germany, which 
they had truly considered their home, made it difficult for them to imagine that 
they ever would or could return. Thus, the majority, having overcome the various 
immigration hurdles, saw life in the United States as their most feasible future 
option. This made Americanization primarily a strongly desired pragmatic goal.

Learning English was their most immediate need. While some cities had 
enough German infrastructure for refugees to get by using German, some seg-
ments of the German-American community embraced Hitler’s ideology. One 
refugee remarked that when he arrived in Los Angeles in 1940, “every German, 
former German, who was [t]here, was more or less a Nazi” and that the relation-
ship between the “old German Americans” and the refugees was troublesome.21 
Other refugees recalled positive encounters with German Americans since they 
“felt much more familiar with them than . . . with strange Americans!”22 In any 
case, existing German-language infrastructures were not very extensive in the 
United States because German immigrants tended to adapt and blend in quickly, 
and refugees often wished to avoid Germans anyway.

Some refugees had learned basic English in high school or had taken inten-
sive courses in preparation for emigration. Nevertheless, most of them did not 
know English well enough to work in more than menial jobs.23 The refugee 
clubs frequently helped refugees learn English, sometimes via affiliated teachers 
and commonly via their publications, which included vocabulary for everyday 
situations, such as shopping, and quizzes allowing readers to test their skills.24 
Younger refugees, in particular, were generally successful at improving quickly, 
and some even strove to eliminate their foreign accents.25 Language courses were 
also offered through municipal adult education programs, some of which were 
specifically geared to their needs. One administrator in New York City described 
these refugees as possessing “rather high educational and cultural attainments,” 
so lessons treated topics like “art, music, literature, government, and sociological 
problems,” and still other courses catered to the needs of professional groups “of 
physicians . . . lawyers, musicians, journalists, engineers, and dentists.”26

Securing employment was, of course, a clear priority for the refugees, prefer-
ably in the profession they had practiced in Germany. Because Nazi legislation 
had barred many Jews from working in their original professions and emigration 
was often a lengthy process, some refugees had not had a regular work life for 
many months. Importantly, most refugees did not have considerable financial 
resources. They were largely a middle-class group of professionals, businesspeople, 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. Not for resale. 



28   |   Germany on Their Minds

and skilled artisans. Data from the Immigration and Naturalization Service 
reveals that the majority of immigrants (including non-German and non-Jew-
ish) who arrived between 1933 and 1944 were merchants, physicians, professors 
and teachers, technical engineers, clergy, lawyers, scientists, musicians, and other 
professionals.27 However, immigrants’ relatively high qualifications and special-
izations made it harder for them to obtain employment in their métier, and many 
never did.

Expertise in English and specialized English terminology was just one variable 
in their attempt to reconstruct their professional lives. Many U.S. states had legal 
and licensing restrictions and also required U.S. citizenship or at least a declara-
tion of intention to become a citizen for several professions. California required 
U.S. citizenship for attorneys, for example. To work as an accountant (C.P.A.), 
registered nurse, or teacher in California, one had to present a declaration of 
intention or application for citizenship.28 Thus, once they had acquired the nec-
essary English proficiency, many immigrants still initially had to work in menial 
jobs, becoming gardeners, dishwashers, or factory workers, to begin anew in the 
United States.29

One great concern Americans had about the refugees was that they would 
take away jobs in a depressed job market. Thus, the refugee community and 
national American immigrant aid organizations undertook concerted efforts to 
help the newcomers secure employment. Chief employment agencies for refu-
gees were associated with the National Refugee Service and such organizations 
as the American Friends Service Committee and the American Committee for 
Christian Refugees.30 In addition, other organizations assisted specific profes-
sional groups.31 Intellectuals and scholars could seek help from the American 
Committee for Émigré Scholars, for example, while physicians could turn to the 
National Committee for Resettlement of Foreign Physicians. Lawyers were in the 
most difficult position when seeking to continue working in the legal profession, 
but they received assistance from the American Committee for the Guidance of 
Professional Personnel. In certain cases, the local immigrant and refugee orga-
nizations set up employment services themselves and worked closely with local 
agencies, such as the Jewish Employment Bureau or the National Council for 
Jewish Women.32 Also, refugees’ needs created jobs for others. In Los Angeles, 
for example, club members ran several driving schools since the city’s large size 
made it necessary for most people to own a car.33 In many other destinations 
with greater numbers of refugees, people became landlords, renting out rooms 
in their apartments to the new arrivals, sometimes even including “German” or 
kosher meal service.

Women typically found employment before their husbands, usually in domes-
tic service as maids, janitors, chefs, tailors, or nurses. Ann Ikenberg, for example, 
immediately got a job through the Beverly Hills Opportunity Placement Office 
upon arriving in Los Angeles in 1939. She had been a medical student in Berlin 
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and started working in Los Angeles as a private home nurse for the mother of a 
Superior Court judge. She had taken that particular job hoping the judge could 
help secure work for her husband Fred, who had been a judge in Berlin. Nothing 
came of it though, and it took another nine months before Fred found a steady 
job.34 Unlike Ann Ikenberg, many of the women in this immigrant group had 
never worked before and became wage earners for the first time in America. 
While this shift may have been hard for some of them, most seemed to have 
adapted quickly.35

The refugee press contained many stories about refugees’ hardship in their first 
years in the United States and difficulties making a living, but also some about 
refugees’ success. While most refugees could not return to their former profes-
sions, often because they were too old and could not afford to study for required 
exams, many succeeded in transitioning to other types of employment. Many 
former lawyers and judges, for example, became successful accountants. Lothar 
Rosenthal from the Los Angeles Club said that most people climbed the career 
ladder quickly, even if they started in menial jobs. For example, he remembered 
a man who started working at a large manufacturing firm as a janitor but eventu-
ally became its vice president.36 Such success stories were not only important for 
the refugees personally, especially in motivating those who were struggling, but 
also to demonstrate to the American public that their group was “not a liability, 
but actually an asset to the American labor market.”37

Refugees who apparently lacked motivation to Americanize drew criticism 
from others in the community, who felt that such behavior compromised the 
group’s image and fed anti-immigrant sentiment. Whereas learning English and 
learning about the United States were obvious pragmatic tasks, there was much 
discussion among the refugees about the degree to which Americanization was to 
be realized, especially in relation to language and culture more generally. These 
debates were intrinsically connected to questions of how much “Germanness” it 
was acceptable for them to retain—both as Jews from Germany and as prospec-
tive, or new, Americans. Thus, the refugees debated whether and when it was 
adequate to still use the German language, enjoy German culture, and commu-
nicate with people—Jews and non-Jews—still in Germany. These questions were 
important for refugees for individual moral and emotional reasons and vis-à-vis a 
Jewish community and American society.

German Language

A refugee’s relationship to the German language and German literature, theater, 
and art differed individually, depending on factors such as age, social class—prior 
to and after one’s arrival in the United States—and experiences in Germany. 
Some refugees decided they no longer wanted to use German, making quick 
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mastery of English essential. For example, Max Bodenheimer recalled, “My 
mother, in particular, wanted to put the past behind her . . . . There was a rule 
in our house: we were not permitted to talk any German.”38 Other refugees 
also abstained from reading publications in German. A woman who settled in 
Cincinnati recounted this in an interview: “My husband and I spoke English to 
each other. We had such [negative] feelings against Germany, against German 
culture, against German literature. I never even wanted to read German books, 
German newspapers. Many German Jews, of course, kept on reading the Aufbau 
and so on. I never wanted any part of it.”39 Those who made that cut were much 
less likely to join one of the refugee organizations, which, while promoting the 
use of English, still ran cultural programs predominantly based on German.

Whether to speak German in the home was a personal, private decision, but it 
was frowned upon to speak the language in public, as several articles and letters 
to Aufbau document. One concerned refugee wrote in his (German) letter, for 
instance, that it was “completely absurd and not justifiable” for refugees who 
knew English to use German in public. He found it “truly shameful how much 
people sin in this regard.” He believed it was a matter of “tactfulness” to use the 
“language of the country,” at least in public. Most important, he warned that 
speaking German was a “sign of lacking the will to integrate” and that it would 
“put in jeopardy the friendly attitude that is being shown to us.”40 Such concern 
over the use of German in public grew more serious when the crisis in Europe 
developed into war in September 1939.

Then, the U.S. government, which had watched European developments ini-
tially with distant concern, realized the danger Hitler’s regime could pose to the 
free world. Fears of fifth columnists, spies, and saboteurs for the Nazis (and for 
the Communists, for that matter) abounded.41 The State Department, the White 
House, and many Americans believed that such persons could have entered the 
country in the recent wave of immigrants.42 Thus, using German in public could 
have potentially led to refugees being mistakenly identified as Nazis or Nazi sym-
pathizers.43 Consequently, the refugee press advised newcomers to refrain from 
speaking German in public. The 17 May 1940 issue of Aufbau includes this 
urgent call:

Do not speak German on the street, and if you cannot speak enough English, speak 
quietly at least! Avoid loud acclamations, building of crowds when leaving eateries, 
standing about in front of entries! Behave as unobtrusively as it is customary in this 
country! It is sad that this still has to be said but there are still people who do not 
want to listen. Do help to bring such people to reason, in the interest of all new 
immigrants!44

Avoiding the use of German in public was here construed as demonstrating loy-
alty, but the language issue was, in fact, more complex. Aufbau’s appeal received 
both applause and criticism from the readership. A regular Aufbau contributor 
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highlighted that many refugees had lost everything: their health, families, profes-
sion, homes, and worldly possessions.45 In his view, these people—often elderly 
but also younger ones who had experienced much tragedy in their lives—had 
no hope for a better future, and some even thought of suicide. After all they had 
gone through, the author wrote, they lacked the strength, energy, and capacity to 
learn and engage in new things. He continued:

In many cases, these people have their only real existing relationships with the past. 
They lost everything but their five senses! Do we have, does anybody have, the right to 
rob them of three of these senses, to leave them blind, deaf, and mute, by prohibiting 
them from using the only language they know, from using the only means they have 
that connects them to the outer world?46

How much refugees used German in everyday life also depended heavily on 
emotional factors, something community spokespeople understood and fre-
quently addressed. In this context, the journalist and editor of Aufbau, Manfred 
Georg, himself a Jewish refugee, warned against the “tendency to ban the German 
language completely from one’s consciousness and to treat it, as it were, for all 
intents and purposes as an enemy language [Feindessprache].”47 He understood 
the motivation behind the warnings—the hatred toward Germans who had so 
terribly mistreated Jews and the resulting feeling of revenge refugees might have 
felt—but he believed one should not equate the Nazis with German: “Hitler’s 
language is not the German language, as little as the German people are syn-
onymous with the clique of murderers that is dwelling in Wilhelmstrasse right 
now.”48

Georg was not alone in distinguishing between the German people and 
Nazis. Many non-Jewish German émigrés shared this opinion of the Nazis, with 
Thomas Mann perhaps being the most famous and outspoken of them.49 Jewish 
refugees—frequently people who had been politically active in Germany and had 
fought together with non-Jewish Germans against the Nazis—also drew this dis-
tinction. Appealing to this spirit of the fight against the Nazis, Georg wrote that 
abandoning the German language would mean giving up “the most effective tool 
in this fight. It would also mean committing treason against all of our German 
friends who, in their fight against Hitler, have already paid with their lives and 
their health, and against the hundreds of thousands of determined fighters who 
will yet bleed on the altar of the true Germany.”50

The depiction of the German language—and culture—as a bond between 
Jewish and non-Jewish Germans engaged in a common fight against the Nazis 
was not unusual. It was, for example, frequently evoked by the German American 
Cultural Association (Deutsch Amerikanischer Kultur Verband, DAKV), one of 
the few German American organizations outspokenly opposed to Nazism and 
anti-Semitism.51
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Some German Jews seem to have even viewed knowledge of German language 
and culture as something that distinguished them from German Americans who 
adhered to Nazi ideology. Two small examples from the New York community in 
the mid-1930s demonstrate this: Aufbau journalists were closely monitoring the 
reporting of the New York Staatszeitung and the activities of German-American 
organizations in New York City, both of which increasingly developed Nazi ten-
dencies. A review of a German play published in the Staatszeitung received much 
criticism from an Aufbau reporter who believed the bad review resulted from the 
Staatszeitung journalist’s—likely an admirer of the New Germany—misunder-
standing the play because he lacked knowledge of German culture.52 Another 
article denouncing the Nazi efforts of New York City’s German Americans 
mocked them for their poor German language skills in a telegram they had sent 
to Hitler.53 At least in 1936, then, some refugees were clearly proud of their 
German cultural knowledge and determined not to leave the representation of 
German culture to Nazis. The differentiation between pre-Nazi German cul-
ture and the Third Reich made it possible for German Jews to keep practicing 
German culture.

The arguments for why it was necessary and useful to continue to use German 
certainly made sense to some refugees. But how could using German be com-
patible with Americanization, which the refugee organizations emphatically 
propagated? Georg understood the role that using German played in discussions 
about Americanization, but he did not believe Americanization should mean 
giving up German entirely. In fact, he criticized this particular understanding of 
Americanization by referring to the experience of German Jews highly integrated 
in German society who were then violently cast out within just a few years. Those 
refugees who thought it necessary to completely negate and abandon everything 
German to become American citizens, he argued, should know from experience 
that “arrogant ingratiation at all cost” or “hyper-assimilation” could have detri-
mental consequences. Who could guarantee that this would not repeat itself in 
the United States?54

This broader issue about Jews living in a majority non-Jewish society and 
debates about assimilation and Jewish nationalism preoccupied many at the time. 
Other articles and readers’ opinion pieces in the refugee press echoed Georg’s 
preference for gradual and selective Americanization.

Culture

The preference for selective and gradual Americanization was particularly wide-
spread among refugees concerned about whether it was still acceptable to feel 
attached to and practice German culture. This accorded with the general opin-
ion of contemporary American immigration theorists and practitioners, who 
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viewed immigrants’ native culture as valuable. Instead of promoting “mechani-
cal uniformity,”55 institutional Americanization programs were modified in the 
1920s and directed toward educating immigrants about American life and insti-
tutions by using the immigrants’ knowledge and experiences from their home 
countries. Immigrants were encouraged to retain their own traditions and cus-
toms—for example, celebrating their own native holidays as well as American 
ones.56 Instead of abandoning native music, literature, philosophy, and art, one 
sociologist argued for “the conservation of these creative instincts as a means of 
accelerating progress and increasing the variability and creative powers of the 
nation.”57 In this sense, Leopold Jessner, a famous theater producer and director 
from Berlin who was president of the German Jewish Club in Los Angeles in 
1940, communicated to his refugee readership that “America does not expect 
uncurbed assimilation of her citizens” but rather finds the new and “different 
souls” to be an “enrichment.”58

Refugee organizations, which regarded understanding American culture as a 
vital precondition for celebrating German culture and also as a necessity for ref-
ugees to make a cultural contribution to the new country, assisted newcomers 
in becoming familiar with American life and culture. They published articles 
on American history, particularly on local city histories, offered trips and walk-
ing tours to familiarize refugees with their new environment and “the American 
Way,” and hosted lectures on the country’s political system, and even how to 
dress and cook “like an American.”59

The Los Angeles Club publication praised the quality and importance of such 
lectures but also regretted that audience size was very small.60 While poor atten-
dance could have resulted from lack of interest, it seems more likely that many 
club members were unable to participate because they were busy making a living.61 
Nevertheless, in Los Angeles, events with more of an entertainment character, 
often featuring concerts, plays, or literary readings—programs more akin to what 
members were used to in Germany—seemed better attended. Club member John 
Baer recalled that the Los Angeles Club aimed to complement members’ integra-
tion into American life with this kind of cultural program that “lifted their spir-
its.”62 Similarly, the gist of several different Aufbau articles was that practicing and 
enjoying German culture was valuable and benefited refugees in America because 
it made them feel less alienated than they might have in their new environment, 
providing them with a certain security and thus supporting their wellbeing.63

While most refugees believed that practicing German culture was accept-
able from the perspective of becoming a good American, another discussion 
addressed the question of whether it was still acceptable—and why it was still 
enjoyable—from the perspective of being a good Jew. A letter to the editor that 
appeared in Aufbau in early 1940 declared German culture to be “as dead as that 
of the old Greeks and Romans.” The author believed that making this clear to 
the world should be the task of every cultured human being [Kulturmensch] and 
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“certainly every Jew who escaped German barbarism . . . tirelessly and until the 
last breath.”64

While many Jewish refugees understandably aimed to abandon German lan-
guage and culture after escaping Germany, it was very difficult, in reality, for 
them to give up what they had known all their lives. Moreover, many refugees, 
as noted above, felt that the culture of American society was lacking compared 
to Germany, particularly concerning fine arts and music.65 Besides matters of 
familiarity and taste, a notion of a certain universal superiority of German cul-
ture also accounted for the topic’s importance. Conceding this, Aufbau reporter 
and president of the New York German Jewish Club Wilfred Hülse believed 
it was not necessary for Jews to give up their attachment to German culture 
because German culture could not simply be identified with what the Nazis were 
doing. Rather, he explained, “the German language and German culture have 
produced timeless and supranational [übernational] values, which no people 
on earth can live without, and which are not the possession of a single peo-
ple’s community [Volksgemeinschaft], but of the human community of cultures 
[Kulturgemeinschaft].” For this reason, he said, “we as Jews have full rights to 
participate in German culture [Kulturgut].”66

It is interesting that Hülse believed there was a distinct German culture that 
Jews participated in; it seemed to have existed separate from a specific German 
Jewish culture. In these discussions, the refugee press rarely differentiated between 
German and German Jewish culture. When refugees spoke about German cul-
ture in the 1930s and 1940s, they generally meant all the cultural elements they 
grew up with and experienced in Germany, which included more specifically 
Jewish elements for some people than for others.

Hülse’s pieces expressed his personal opinion, as he repeatedly emphasized, 
but as a regular Aufbau columnist and president of the New York New World 
Club, he was a leading figure with many connections in the refugee community 
and extensive firsthand knowledge of it. His views on German culture represent 
an apparent consensus reached in the early 1940s within large circles of the orga-
nized refugee community. While discussions about the role of German culture 
in Americanization were frequent among refugees in the 1930s, they trailed off 
in the 1940s. Even as refugees made ever greater efforts to disassociate themselves 
from Germany after the war began—such as the organizations’ name changes 
(discussed below) and more English-language articles in the refugee press—refu-
gee organizations continued to devote a lot of energy to activities for the practice 
of German culture. While some refugees certainly did not approve of this and let 
go of their attachments to German culture, such refugees were not likely to join 
these organizations.67

Within these organizations, German cultural events frequently took on a 
dimension that was indeed antithetical to Nazi culture. Los Angeles was unique 
in this regard because of the great number of famous German-speaking artists 
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and intellectuals who found refuge there—more than thirty well-known writ-
ers alone—and also a welcoming audience of other refugees.68 Weimar culture 
continued to flourish and develop there; Thomas Mann, Bruno Frank, and Lion 
Feuchtwanger were among the writers frequently appearing at the local German 
Jewish Club to read from their works.69 Annelise Bunzel lists the Schoenfeld 
Trio, Andre Previn, Jakob Gimpel, Victor and Frederick Hollander, and Ernst 
Toch among the famous musicians who played for the Jewish Club.70 One 
famous cabaret artist from Berlin was Eric Lowinsky, known as Elow. After the 
Nazis closed his Kabarett der Namenlosen (Cabaret of the Nameless) and barred 
him from performing and writing, he left Germany in 1939 and came to Los 
Angeles.71 There, he became a member of the Jewish Club and was involved 
in organizing cultural events, especially cabaret-type programs. Other members, 
such as Reinhard A. Braun, who founded the Berlin Kabarett am Abend (Cabaret 
at Night), also successfully staged theater productions in Los Angeles. As head 
of the Cultural Committee of the German Jewish Club in 1939, he supported 
the establishment of the Theatre of the Refugees, also called Tribüne (or the 
Tribune).72 The clubs’ press outlets also significantly contributed to the immi-
grants’ cultural and intellectual life. Besides reviews of concerts and lectures, 
the Neue Welt/New World and later the Westküste, the West Coast edition of 
Aufbau, featured book reviews, poems, and contemplations by intellectuals and 
writers such as Berthold Viertel and Ludwig Marcuse.73 The richness and quality 
of cultural events in Los Angeles was rivaled only by what was happening in the 
German Jewish Club in New York City. However, reviews of such events and 
also publications by many of the famous exiled authors in Aufbau reached inter-
ested readers all over the United States, connecting the community.

Refugees could enjoy the cultural productions of anti-Nazi, German-speaking 
exiles as a form of German culture they had consumed before emigration that did 
not oppose their own identity as Jewish refugees. In fact, Siegfried Bernstein, one 
of the first presidents of the Los Angeles organization, observed in this regard that 
“holding on to German-Jewishness does not separate us from what connects us 
with other Jews in America.”74 While offering German cultural events, most of 
the refugee clubs also aimed to include Jewish culture in their cultural program 
and to raise interest in specifically Jewish issues among their members.75 They 
organized events to educate newcomers on the history of American Jewry, for 
instance. Rabbis, whether refugees themselves, like Joachim Prinz in New Jersey, 
or earlier immigrants, like Jacob Sonderling in Los Angeles, frequently wrote on 
religious topics for refugee publications.76 Many newcomers joined the Reform 
or Conservative synagogues formed by earlier German immigrants, especially 
in places with fewer refugees. In New York City, Chicago, Cincinnati, and San 
Francisco, there were enough refugees so they could start their own congrega-
tions, eventually also holding services in English while continuing some of the 
social activities in German.77
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Overall, most of the events German Jewish refugee clubs offered then were 
more specifically German than Jewish. The importance of the New York and 
Los Angeles Clubs as major centers of German émigré culture has been noted by 
numerous scholars, a focus which makes these organizations look like rather iso-
lated islands of German culture in an American setting.78 This notion is deceiv-
ing, however, as the clubs were active participants in the landscape of American 
organizational life.

Refugee Organizations within the American Jewish 
Organizational Landscape

Historian Steven Lowenstein argued that the organizations German Jewish refu-
gees founded after arriving in the United States were “profoundly conservative” 
and that those who joined them preferred familiar things rather than venturing 
out into the American world of social organizations.79 This was the image some 
refugees had of these organizations as well. Edward Newman, who left the New 
York German Jewish Club after a few years, explains:

I had so many friends that I didn’t feel the need to seek companionship in the Club. 
And then very quickly those of us who became assimilated more easily for one reason 
or another, and now I speak for myself, didn’t want to be identified as foreigners or 
immigrants or Germans, because some people still looked at us as Germans rather 
than German Jews; and being a member of a German-Jewish club would very much 
identify us. I, for one, wanted to get away from this. I wanted to be an American.80

Considering the significance these organizations put on the Americanization 
of their members, Newman’s attitude may be somewhat surprising. However, 
Americanization meant different things to different people and was made to 
fit different needs and interests. Club members who only went to the German 
cultural events found themselves in an atmosphere that was like being back in 
Germany. While this made some feel very good, others felt less comfortable.81 
People who participated in the administration of the refugee organizations, how-
ever, cooperated with American community, social, and cultural organizations, 
and frequently even became representatives in them, thus becoming familiar with 
new realms of American life. By organizing their own specific interest groups, 
refugees were able to participate in institutional American life, just like other 
American groups. Consequently, refugee organizations were not insular with a 
singular focus on the old country; rather, they were important in giving the new-
comers’ community a strong and active voice in American society they would not 
otherwise have had.82

Selected editions of Neue Welt/New World reveal the extent to which the Jewish 
Club in Los Angeles was connected to different local community organizations in 
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the late 1930s and early 1940s. The club’s employment office, the Beratungsstelle, 
closely cooperated with the Jewish Employment Bureau, subsequently even 
moving its office to the bureau’s Los Angeles location.83 The club cooperated 
with numerous other Jewish and non-Jewish social service organizations such 
as the Federated Employment Bureau of Los Angeles, the Jewish Community 
Council, the Los Angeles chapter of the National Council of Jewish Women, 
the Jewish Family Service, the Jewish Vocational Service,84 and the Coordinating 
Committee for Aid to Jewish Refugees.85 The cooperation between the Jewish 
Club and these Los Angeles community organizations seems to have been suc-
cessful and very friendly. In letters on the occasion of the club’s five-year anni-
versary, various representatives of local organizations stressed not only the fine 
work the club had been doing but also the “splendid character attributes of its 
members.”86 The General Secretary of the Los Angeles Coordinating Committee 
for Aid to Jewish Refugees particularly emphasized his appreciation for the club’s 
efforts to integrate its program with those of the other existing organizations.87 
The Director of the Federated Employment Bureau even noted that “constructive 
suggestions” on how his agency could help more efficiently would be welcome.88

The refugees presented themselves as very grateful for the assistance American 
organizations provided them.89 Nevertheless, some refugees warned that they 
should not let the American organizations dominate them but should always 
strive to become more independent and capable of providing the necessary assis-
tance themselves.90 For this purpose, they founded bigger supralocal organiza-
tions like the American Federation of Jews from Central Germany—an umbrella 
organization and coordinating council for most of the German refugee organi-
zations—and the mutual aid and welfare organizations Selfhelp of Émigrés from 
Central Europe and Blue Card.91 All of these organizations were modeled on 
ones that had existed in Germany, and some refugees joined them to continue 
familiar activities in the new country.92

Besides taking care of their own needs, some refugees also focused on under-
standing American organizational life.93 One important aspect of American 
Jewish community life was the fundraising activities of organizations such as 
the United Jewish Welfare Fund and the United Jewish Appeal. The organized 
refugee community viewed refugees’ contributions as major responsibilities to 
demonstrate that they were becoming valuable members of American Jewry. In 
May 1940, the Jewish Club in Los Angeles urged its members to “give not only 
what we can spare but to dig deeper into our pockets,” to exceed the amount 
collected the previous year because “we owe this to our reputation to make this 
drive a success.”94 These fundraising drives largely sought to help European 
Jewry and Jews in Palestine. Consequently, Aufbau and the leadership of the 
New York and Los Angeles Clubs presented their appeals frequently as a task that 
should be particularly dear and important to the refugees. Nevertheless, German 
Jewish refugees did not give as much as the leaders expected them to, which 
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some established American organizations also noted with disdain.95 This failure, 
however, did not single the refugees out but made them one Jewish group among 
many in the United States, considering the different ideological and political 
factions within American Jewry.

As a result, some German refugees, beyond their efforts to blend in with the 
American Jewish community, did not shy away from voicing concerns they 
felt particularly strongly about—issues related to Nazism and anti-Semitism in 
Germany and in the United States. The refugees believed their special background 
and knowledge enabled them to better understand these problems so they could 
help Americans address them more efficiently. In the mid-1930s, several Aufbau 
articles criticized the way American Jewish organizations were dealing with the 
threat of anti-Semitism and Nazism. Despite differences among the spectrum of 
American Jewish organizations, they all had traditionally reacted to anti-Jewish 
sentiments and actions with a strategy of nonconfrontation. They believed that 
calling attention to their special problems might aggravate issues and threaten 
their situation in American society, which they perceived as fragile.96 To some 
German Jewish refugees, this method did not seem wise.

One Aufbau contributor called on his fellow German Jews to take action 
because he found the American Jewish “neglect” of these issues irresponsible and 
unjustifiable, considering the efficient agitation work of anti-Semites in New 
York.97 Another Aufbau appeal to German Jews concerned the work of American 
Jewish organizations in regard to Nazi Germany. The author, Dr. Hans Martin 
Meyer, called on Aufbau readers to influence the American Jewish Committee, 
which, he believed, even though “it ha[d] been occupied with the fight against 
National Socialism for years, completely misjudge[d] the psychology of the Nazi 
government and the German people.”98 He maintained that German Jews had 
firsthand knowledge and experience, which, if they were heard, could “prevent 
useless waste of energies” in the future and lead to more efficient and practical 
activities. Such criticism of American Jewish organizations was not always well 
received. One person warned that it would surely not help the refugees advance 
in the United States. Rather, he wrote, the refugees should take action first before 
offering criticism that would only engender intra-Jewish trouble. Such discus-
sions continued in Aufbau, and Dr. Meyer consequently called for the establish-
ment of a working group to fight Nazism.99

Many refugees saw the scrutiny and monitoring of German American organi-
zations as their main task in this regard. Again, they believed that their German 
background and their experiences as Jews in Nazi Germany gave them knowledge 
that was beneficial for analyzing the situation in America. As mentioned before, 
refugees closely monitored the German-language press, such as the New York and 
California Staatszeitung, and Aufbau dedicated a lot of space to discussing how 
these publications reported news related to Germany, National Socialism, and 
the situation of the Jews in Europe and America. The refugee press also frequently 
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included articles about the political orientation of the German American com-
munity at large100 and the circulation of Nazi propaganda in these circles.101 At 
times, refugees were indeed successful in these monitoring activities, taking pride 
when they identified Nazi activities in America. This was especially important 
during this period, when their loyalty to the United States was in question and 
some in the American public and government believed there might be a fifth 
column among the refugees. Early in 1940, an Aufbau journalist exposed the 
newspaper Today’s Challenge, published by a certain Friedrich E. Auhagen, as 
spreading Nazi propaganda in disguise. The Aufbau article initially only made 
Auhagen and other people affiliated with the newspaper indignant. Half a year 
later, however, a New York World Telegram journalist confirmed the American 
Nazi connections of the paper and its publisher. Aufbau commented on this con-
firmation of its investigative work as follows: “This is a small example of the fact 
that the immigrants who fled Hitler for the most part have sharper ears for the 
whisperings of the real fifth columnists than the residents of the countries, which, 
because of their lack of knowledge of the tactics, have long been misled.”102

The refugees’ demonstration of loyalty to the United States and of the bene-
fit of their German background to the new country became ever more import-
ant as the situation in Europe worsened. Under these circumstances, the U.S. 
government emphasized the common German background of the refugees and 
German Americans. In many ways, German Jews were perceived as having more 
connections with Germans than other American Jews. While this was somewhat 
true about refugees’ self-perception, too, once the war in Europe began, accom-
panied by changes in U.S. policy, discussions among German Jewish refugees 
increasingly focused on their Jewish identity. This is evident, for example, in 
Aufbau’s declaration that it was a specifically Jewish and American newspaper, 
dedicated to Jewish traditions and themes,103 as well as in several contributions 
reflecting these issues. The newspaper undertook a survey of personal positions 
on the “Jewish question” among several “leading personalities” of the refugee 
and émigré community, asserting that the upheavals of the last years must have 
affected their Jewish identity and that of most refugees. In such difficult times, 
the paper stated, Jewish artists and intellectuals had a responsibility to guide 
their fellow Jews. Writer Bruno Frank responded, stating, for example, “Even 
if one has felt like a German, Czech, Dutchman, or Frenchman all of one’s life, 
knowing about the diluted drop of Jewish blood in one’s veins, one must avow 
oneself as a Jew, wherever one can, and as loud as one can.”104 To the question of 
whether one’s Jewish consciousness had become stronger since being ousted from 
Germany, other respondents answered in the negative or even stated that being 
Jewish had never mattered very much to them anyway, pointing to the great 
heterogeneity of the community of German Jewish refugees in America. The dis-
cussion of Jewish identity aroused the interest of many readers, as evident from 
the follow-up discussions in later Aufbau issues.105 In 1940 and 1941, refugees’ 
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occupation with their Jewish identity was connected to their need to distance 
themselves from their Germanness not only because of the war in Europe but 
also because the situation in Europe held personal meaning for them as Jews.106

War

The beginning of the war in Europe affected refugees in the United States on both 
psychological and practical levels—particularly concerning their Americanization 
efforts and their relationship to Germany. Jewish refugees from Germany had 
been among the first to experience the power and brutality of the Nazis and con-
sidered themselves fortunate to have escaped Europe in time. Still, the refugees 
did not publically engage in debates over American “isolationism” or “interven-
tionism” in regard to the war in Europe. Rather, they were careful to present 
themselves as loyal to the American government, whatever decisions it made. 
They focused their actions on helping Jewish refugees enter the country, just as 
American Jewish organizations did. When the war began in Europe, President 
Roosevelt had called for the neutrality of the American people toward the fight-
ing parties in Europe, and Aufbau had declared early on that refugees must act 
in accordance with this neutrality legislation. However, the editors also prom-
inently reprinted the following New York Times editorial. Despite the Aufbau 
editors’ neutrality promises to the American government, the editorial stated that 

it must also be said, in justice to its facts and to the record, that no scruples of strict 
neutrality can conscript the underlying sympathies of the American people. We 
know where responsibility lies for this reckless act that has plunged Europe into war. 
. . . Hitler has said that this is victory or death for him. It is also victory or death for 
decent standards of international conduct and the democratic way of life.107

The refugees were in a difficult position, caught between loyalty to their new 
country and efforts to publicize that loyalty to the wider public and their knowl-
edge of the real danger of the Nazis and the desire that something be done about 
it. The New York Times editorial captured this sentiment somewhat and was 
reassuring in that it showed there were Americans who felt similarly. What made 
the refugees’ situation more difficult, however, was the rumor that there could 
be Nazi spies among them. President Roosevelt fueled this suspicion in a press 
conference of June 1940:

Now, of course, the refugee has got to be checked because, unfortunately, among the 
refugees there are some spies, as has been found in other countries. And not all of them 
are voluntary spies—it is rather a horrible story but in some of the other countries that 
refugees out of Germany have gone to, especially Jewish refugees, they have found a 
number of definitely proven spies.108
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Roosevelt explained that Nazis must have forced such refugees acting as spies to 
do so with the threat that “your father and mother will be taken out and shot.” 
He added that such cases were very rare but it was nevertheless “something we 
have got to watch.”109

Concerns over fifth columnists in the United States prompted the passing 
of the Alien Registration Act of June 1940. This legislation reminded refugees 
that even with all their efforts to Americanize they were still legally aliens in the 
United States. Title III of the Act required all aliens residing in the United States 
for thirty days or more to be registered and fingerprinted.110 The instructions 
on the registration form stated that registration was compulsory and was done 
“so that the United States could determine exactly how many aliens there are, 
who they are, and where they are.”111 However, the questions on the registration 
form implied that the Justice Department was really looking for subversive ele-
ments among the alien population.112 While some refugees warned against an 
exaggerated fear of fifth columnists and rejected the idea that there could be any 
spies among the Jewish refugees, they generally had a positive response to the 
legislation.113 Aufbau repeatedly appealed to refugees to register and included 
numerous articles explaining the necessity of the legislation, characterizing it as a 
democratic act and a protective measure for U.S. security.114

Refugees viewed the Alien Registration Act as a bureaucratic measure with 
which they were eager to comply, also because it gave them another opportunity 
to show their loyalty to the United States. Yet it did increase their concern over 
unwanted identification with Germany. As a consequence, the two largest refugee 
organizations in the United States erased the word “German” from their name. 
Many immigrants no longer wished to have anything to do with Germany, and 
they worried that the word German would arouse hostility among the American 
public if the United States joined the war.115 While the members of the German 
Jewish Club in Los Angeles had already discussed the name change in spring 
1940, the decision was finalized in late June after the Alien Registration Act was 
passed. In September 1940, members unanimously voted to change the name of 
the German Jewish Club to Jewish Club of 1933, Inc., stressing the Jewish char-
acter of the organization.116 In October of the same year, the Jewish Club in Los 
Angeles also “Americanized” the title of its press organ by translating it to New 
World and began publishing a greater number of articles in English. Similarly, 
the German Jewish Club in New York changed its name to New World Club 
the same year. In a September issue of Aufbau, club members were called on to 
decide on the new name quickly: “Time is short. The term ‘German Jewish’ has 
become obsolete. The connection with the past has been broken. And this must 
be emphasized. One looks to the future, believes in the New World and the 
building of a new life in it.”117

While this statement about the broken connection to the past was far from 
the lived realities of the vast majority of German Jewish refugees—because it was 
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somewhat forced on them by the political situation—we have seen that their 
desire to create a new future was real. Intending to make the United States their 
permanent home, many refugees had applied for their first citizenship papers 
soon after their arrival. In November of 1938, the New York Jewish Club even 
made membership in the organization contingent on American citizenship or the 
filing of the first application for citizenship.118 This, once again, shows that the 
focus of the organized refugee community was on Americanization.

The political situation and general fear of subversive aliens in the United States 
after the outbreak of war in Europe made it imperative for refugees to embark on 
the year-long citizenship application process. Aufbau urged those who had not 
done so to immediately pursue it, as possessing first papers might soon become 
legally necessary and would again demonstrate refugees’ loyalty.119 Beginning in 
fall 1940, possessing first papers also meant that refugees had to register for mil-
itary service. The U.S. government passed a law requiring all male American cit-
izens and first-paper holders of a certain age to register. Most refugees welcomed 
this opportunity to make themselves useful and also perhaps to contribute to a 
future fight against Hitler’s forces.120 Officers at one military camp articulated 
their surprise at the great number of refugees among the enlisted.121 One refugee 
captured his enthusiasm, which he was convinced was the sentiment of many in 
his position, in a poem:

Equal in duty and equal in right
The not-yet citizen is ready to fight,
and I raise my heart and I raise my voice
For the U.S.A. the land of my choice.122

The organized refugee community believed newcomers could also engage in 
other important efforts to help the United States prepare for a possible war. 
Aufbau articles encouraged readers to buy U.S. savings bonds and consider work-
ing in industries vital for the country’s defense.123 The refugee press clearly pre-
sented refugees’ desire not only to demonstrate their loyalty to the United States 
but also to engage in activities that strengthened war preparations. After all, it was 
their hope that the United States could affect the outcome of the European con-
flict. While these examples show that the outbreak of war strengthened refugees’ 
Americanization efforts in some respects, they also show that the war nevertheless 
complicated their relationship with the United States, especially considering the 
American response to the European crisis. The beginning of the war prompted 
refugees to direct their attention more frequently toward Germany and the 
European continent than they had earlier.
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The Situation of Jews in Europe

Many refugees still had relatives in Germany or Europe and were concerned 
about their fate. After the war began, it became more difficult to maintain con-
tact with those who remained behind. Refugees were anxious to hear about the 
European situation, and Aufbau strove to complement American newspapers’ 
reporting through its—as it stated—connections with Jews, including German 
Jewish refugees who were scattered around the world, to inform readers about 
what was happening in other parts of the globe.124 During the war, Aufbau con-
tinuously reported on incidents concerning Jews in Europe, often through eye-
witness accounts and analyses of local European newspapers.125 The press organ 
of the Jewish Club of Los Angeles also published such articles under the title 
“Kurzberichte aus aller Welt” (Brief reports from around the world). These short 
accounts included letters from Shanghai,126 reports about the expulsion of the 
Jews of Gdansk,127 and descriptions of the harsh winter’s effects on everyday life 
in Germany, Poland, and Czechoslovakia in 1940. These reports focused on the 
conditions of Jews in these areas but also included comments on the circum-
stances of Polish people and native Germans resettled in the eastern regions of 
the Reich, whose situation was not much better.128

Beyond worsening communication with friends and family, the prospect of 
bringing them to the United States grew less promising. Getting relatives or 
friends over had been an ongoing concern for many refugees. Most nationwide 
refugee agencies, especially the National Refugee Service, provided aid for such 
migration issues, and the German Jewish Club in Los Angeles, too, aimed to 
provide assistance in these matters. In his personal account about the early years 
of the club, Lothar Rosenthal reported that its members went to remote commu-
nities to tell them about the situation of Jews in Germany and to call attention 
to the importance of providing affidavits.129 The club also established an office 
offering advice and assistance in the search for relatives in Europe as well as in 
efforts to get them out.130 Nevertheless, American immigration policies, which 
grew progressively more restrictive, made such efforts more difficult and eventu-
ally impossible.131

In July 1941, the U.S. State Department passed visa regulations stipulating 
that visa applicants with relatives in Germany or any of the territories occupied by 
Germany were no longer eligible to receive visas. Further, the State Department 
became more involved in checking and verifying visa approvals, which meant 
that even people who had gone through the screening proceedings once, but 
whose visa application was still pending, were put under review again.132 The 
new legislation reduced Jews’ chances of leaving Europe almost to nil and caused 
great concern among refugees in the United States. Refugees had continuously 
acknowledged U.S. security interests and that the country had to keep poten-
tially harmful people out. Even now, one community representative stated in 
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Aufbau that he understood the need for strict screenings. However, he could 
not comprehend the uniform exclusion of all people from Germany or German-
occupied territories, as it ran counter to the emphasis on individual screenings 
the government had been following all along.133 Refugees were not alone in their 
criticism: outrage over the regulation extended far beyond their circles.134 An edi-
torial from the Nation, for example, questioned the State Department’s decision 
and demanded clarification of the facts behind it:

Until we hear of at least one, from the State Department or elsewhere, we shall con-
tinue to suspect that the ruling represents a ruthless determination to bar as many 
victims of Hitler’s terror as can possibly be covered by the least plausible excuse. If 
only the department had thought of this earlier, it could have shut out Thomas Mann 
and Einstein.135

In their quest to become valuable U.S. citizens, refugees had refrained from 
voicing criticism of the government as a community, but they did now in response 
to this episode. They did so frequently by noting that the government’s actions 
did not fit their expectations and image of the democratic country they had been 
glad to find a haven in. Leopold Jessner, president of the Los Angeles Jewish 
Club, reminded refugees, however, that their right to voice their conflict of opin-
ion and disagreement with the government was part of the democratic experience 
and, thus, part of refugees’ Americanization.136 And while refugees never wavered 
in their public display of loyalty to the United States, many became less optimis-
tic about life in the country as the situation in Europe worsened and U.S. policy 
failed to relieve Jews in Europe. At the same time, the refugees focused more 
attention on the continent they had left, which inevitably prompted discussions 
among them.

Since their arrival in the United States, many refugees had sent money and food 
parcels to family or friends in Europe to help alleviate their suffering.137 Once the 
war began, this practice was widely criticized in the larger refugee community. 
One critic argued that sending food packages to Germany meant breaking the 
Allied blockade aimed at weakening the Germans. Those who sent packages were 
committing treason, he wrote, directing his anger at refugees who disregarded 
that they were in America now and ought to stand behind the new country’s pol-
icies.138 Critics of the food parcels generally believed they would not actually help 
the Jews but only benefit the Nazis. In March 1940, the Joint Boycott Council 
of the American Jewish Congress and the American Jewish Labor Committee, 
together with the Volunteer Committee to Boycott Germany, warned that goods 
sent to Germany would most likely be used to feed German soldiers.139 Aufbau 
received several letters and contributions from readers concerned about this.140 
Such letters were often very emotional, with feelings running so high on both 
sides that participants accused each other of supporting the Nazis.
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For example, people against sending packages were accused of accelerating 
Hitler’s work of getting rid of the Jews by leaving them to starve to death. Those 
for sending parcels were accused of “playing directly into Hitler’s hands” by 
allowing Nazis to use the resources for their purposes.141 A further illustration 
of the debate over sending aid comes from another Aufbau article under the 
headline “Nazis will have to pay” and the responses to it.142 The author, outraged 
by Nazi cruelties in Europe, particularly the latest violent deportations of Jews 
from several Baltic cities, announced that committees in Europe were planning 
the legal prosecution of the Nazis after the war. Joseph Loewenberg reacted to 
this report, writing that he and his friends believed that presenting such infor-
mation prominently in a Jewish newspaper could have the “most terrible conse-
quences” for Jews still in Germany or other Nazi-occupied territories in Europe. 
He sharply criticized the newspaper for being so “imprudent and irresponsible,” 
as it had failed to consider that such threats could provoke Nazis to retaliate 
against Jews in Europe. Aufbau staff responded aggressively to this accusation:

We believe the attitude you and your friends have toward these things constitutes an 
unintentional encouragement of National Socialism, since the policies of the current 
German government aims at intimidating and muzzling its foreign enemies. They 
shall not and must not be successful in this with “Aufbau,” however. The tragic fate 
of the Central and Eastern European Jews cannot be ameliorated by treating National 
Socialism lightly and by glossing over or covering up its crimes.143

The general disagreement over the way refugees ought to behave toward 
Germany, as visible in the refugee press, demonstrates the high level of angst and 
insecurity among them in light of the terrible news coming from Europe. While 
they were relatively secure in America—the country they had put so much faith 
in—the United States was actively impeding further immigration of Jews from 
Nazi-occupied Europe and had not entered the war. Consequently, refugees 
could do little to help those who remained, and the German Army’s victories left 
many in somber moods. Reinhard A. Braun, a regular contributor to the maga-
zine New World of the Los Angeles Jewish Club, attempted to counter the depres-
sion and hopelessness he observed among his fellow refugees.144 In his articles, he 
used information from English military news sources and eyewitness accounts to 
show that the Germans were not doing as well as it appeared in the daily news. 
In his regular column, “Brief Reports from Around the World,” Braun listed 
over 150 German cities that British bombs had rained on. Together with reports 
about anti-Nazi activities in German-occupied territories—Norwegians stealing 
German weapons and killing German soldiers, and Dutch church officials pro-
testing anti-Semitic activities in the Netherlands, for example—Braun hoped to 
spur hope among fellow refugees.

Articles and letters to Aufbau also showed that depression, as well as anxiety 
and pathological distrust, were not uncommon among refugees and seemed to 
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have become more widespread in 1940 and 1941.145 One letter published then 
by a twenty-one-year-old woman with the pen name Rose was representative 
of the story of many immigrants in this regard. She wrote that after Hitler had 
come to power when she was twelve, her life had been dominated by worries over 
emigration. Since her arrival in the United States, she had only known “hard 
work and worry about my parents, who are still in Germany.” Hinting at the 
new immigration restrictions, she continued: “The hope to see them again soon 
is now also gone.”146 Rose did not want to be misunderstood, she wrote. She had 
learned to speak English well, had made American acquaintances, and had, “at 
least on the outside,” become Americanized. She stressed: “I like America, and I 
mean it.” Nevertheless, she explained, she was still depressed and was unable to 
find a goal that would make life worth living.147

These examples illustrate that Americanization was not, in fact, the pana-
cea to all the problems of being a German Jewish refugee. As it turned out, 
Americanization and distancing oneself from Germany did not occur in a simple 
ratio in which more Americanization meant less German orientation. While 
German Jewish refugees had become ever more Americanized, they could not 
escape the trauma of their experience in Germany, of leaving a way of life and in 
many instances loved ones behind, nor could they ignore the ever-deteriorating 
situation of remaining European Jews; it shaped their experiences in America 
significantly. Even refugees who wished to leave their past behind and distance 
themselves from Germany found it impossible to do so because of political devel-
opments in Europe and the U.S. government’s reactions to these events. During 
this period, before the United States entered the war, some refugees felt helpless 
or forlorn, although they were closer to becoming American citizens. When the 
United States did enter the war, many refugees welcomed it, expecting it to help 
in the fight against Germany. At the same time, new U.S. legislation complicated 
their hopes of participating in this fight.
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