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A true story of hundreds of Jewish refugees and the sea journey they hoped would save them.
On May 13, 1939, the eve of the Second World War, the MS St. Louis left port in Hamburg,
Germany, headed for Havana, Cuba. Among the ship’s passengers were more than six
hundred Jews attempting to escape Nazi rule. But most of the visas the passengers had
purchased turned out to be fake, and after several days in limbo in Havana’s harbor, the ship’s
captain turned back for Europe. Canadian and American activists petitioned their governments
to accept the refugees on humanitarian grounds, but to no avail. On its return, the ship would
distribute its passengers among European countries, and over the course of the war, an
estimated 250 would die in Nazi concentration camps.This volume in the Stories of our
Past series is illustrated with photos and sidebar features on the voyage, glimpses into the lives
of passengers, a look at Canada’s postwar refugee policy, and memorials dedicated to
preserving the story of this tragic event in Canadian immigration history.

About the AuthorAllison Lawlor is a freelance writer whose work has appeared in the Globe
and Mail, Homemakers, Canadian Living, and University Affairs magazines. After graduating
from Ryerson University she worked as a reporter for several daily papers in Ontario before
moving to Nova Scotia in 2003. Her first book, 250 Years of Progress: Halifax Regional Fire
and Emergency, was published by Nimbus in 2005. Allison lives in Prospect, Nova Scotia, with
her husband and their two daughters. --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition
of this title.
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Germany, in front of cheering crowds of Nazi soldiers.COURTESY OF ART RESOURCE NEW
YORKLong before the ship made headlines around the world in the spring of 1939, the MS
(motor ship) St. Louis was a familiar sight in Halifax. The German transatlantic liner made the
city a regular port of call during the 1930s.Built by the Bremer Vulkan shipyards in Bremen,
Germany, for the Hamburg-America Line, the St. Louis was a diesel-powered ship 175 metres
long—about the equivalent length of two soccer fields. Named after King Louis IX of France,
the ship could carry 973 passengers.The St. Louis regularly sailed from Hamburg to Halifax
and New York, which, in the 1930s, was dubbed Luxury Liner Row. Ten Atlantic liners could be
docked in the American port in one day. Built for both transatlantic liner service and for leisure
cruises, the St. Louis made cruises all the way to the West Indies.Considered a medium-sized
liner, the St. Louis operated during an age of splendour for cruising. The 1930s was the peak
for the transatlantic liners. Considered by many to be a frivolous endeavour, transatlantic
cruising consisted of making a series of calls to exotic ports and ended with a return to the port
of origin. During the cruise, passengers were entertained onboard with fine food, music, and
dancing. The 1930s was the ultimate age for luxury, size, splendour, even fantasy for the great
liners, according to William Miller, the author of several books on ocean liners and cruise
ships.A Regular Port of CallBoarding pass of St. Louis passenger Walter Weissler.COURTESY
OF THE UNITED STATES HOLOCAUST MEMORIAL MUSEUMThe St. Louis’s maiden voyage
to Halifax was in 1929 and came at a critical time in the port’s history. Halifax was bustling. In
1928, Halifax Harbour was considered the second-largest natural harbour in the world,
surpassed only by Sydney, Australia. It was a port of call for “most of the large cabin class
passenger vessels enroute from Europe to New York,” according to a February 1929 brief from
the Halifax Harbour Commission. It was considered the Canadian port for regular cargo and
passenger service, as well as coastal services for passenger and freight.In 1928, the city had
completed an ocean terminals project that was critical in attracting ocean liners. The project
offered large piers with full railway access, refrigerated storage, grain elevators, and an
integrated train station, hotel, and immigration terminal at Pier 21. The additions allowed liners
to quickly and easily dock and let passengers off. The long stretch of Piers 20, 21, and 22



could even dock two of the biggest liners in the world at the same time.German graphic artist
Ottomar Anton created promotional posters for many shipping companies, like this one
advertising the Hamburg-America Line, c. 1930.COURTESY OF THE MARITIME MUSEUM
OF THE ATLANTICHalifax became an attractive port for small and medium-sized liners like the
St. Louis, or the Cunard Line’s Ascania, which visited the city more than two hundred times.
Halifax was often an intermediate port where the liners would stop to let off Canadian
passengers and immigrants before continuing on to larger ports like New York.The St. Louis
called on Halifax at least two dozen times. During this period, the Halifax port had forty-eight
shipping lines using its facilities, and as many as 1,600 steamers used the port in 1929. There
were other ships that regularly called on Halifax including the Kungsholm of the Swedish-
American Line and the Minnewaska of American Transport Lines.The St. Louis’s last recorded
visit to the Halifax port was in April 1939, just one month before it set off for Havana on its
infamous voyage with more than nine hundred Jewish refugees onboard.IntroductionThe MS
St. Louis left Hamburg, Germany, on May 13, 1939, destined for Havana, Cuba. On June 6, the
ship was forced to turn back to Europe. On June 17, the St. Louis landed in Antwerp, Belgium,
after more than a month at sea.As human beings we should do our best to provide as much
sanctuary as we can for those people who can get away. I say we should do that because
these people are human and deserve that consideration, and because we are human and
ought to act in that way.”—MP Stanley Knowles, in the House of Commons on July 9, 1943In
the spring of 1939 Canada had a difficult choice to make. The MS St. Louis, a German luxury
ship carrying hundreds of scared and persecuted Jewish refugees, was sailing in the Atlantic
Ocean, just two days away from the port of Halifax. It was moving farther out to sea, having just
sailed close to the Florida shore hoping to land. Denied a safe haven first by Cuba and then by
the United States, Halifax remained one of the last possible ports of asylum in North America
for the Jewish passengers, who feared they would be killed if they returned home to Nazi
Germany. Potentially so close to safety off the coast of North America, in the end they were
tragically far away.After reading headlines like “Refugee Ship Idles off Florida Coast” on the
front page of the New York Times and “Coast Guard Trails Tragic Liner as it Wanders Aimlessly
in Florida Waters” in the Washington Post, some Canadians began to worry about the Jewish
refugees onboard the MS St. Louis. A small group of Canadians made valiant efforts to provide
sanctuary for the more than nine hundred Jewish refugees onboard the ship. Unfortunately,
indifferent and anti-Semitic government officials in Ottawa refused appeals to let the ship dock.
Had Prime Minister William Lyon Mackenzie King’s government decided differently, the St.
Louis would likely have been welcomed at Pier 21 in Halifax.Second World War
TerminologyThe Nazi Party, which came to power in Germany in January 1933, believed
Germans were racially superior and Jews were an inferior group that threatened the German
community. Adolf Hitler, leader of the party, believed (among other things) Jews had devised a
conspiracy which caused Germany to lose the First World War, and that Jews had specifically
designed the 1919 Treaty of Versailles to bring Germany down.The Nazis promoted anti-
Semitism: prejudice against, or hatred of, Jewish people. Those who promoted anti-Semitism
were called anti-Semites. This attitude resulted in unkind portrayals of Jews in propaganda
posters and newspaper ads.Anti-Semitism led to the Holocaust, the state-sponsored
persecution and murder of six million Jewish people by the Nazis and their collaborators.
Holocaust is a Greek word meaning “sacrifice by fire.”The Holocaust led to a crisis of Jewish
refugees in Europe. A refugee is a person who is forced to leave their country of citizenship
because of persecution based on race, religion, nationality, culture, or political belief. He or she
cannot return home for fear of continued persecution.Members of the Nazi Party wore these



red armbands emblazoned with a swastika over their uniforms.COURTESY OF THE UNITED
STATES HOLOCAUST MEMORIAL MUSEUMCaptain Gustav Schröder had no choice but to
sail back to Europe. Ultimately, 254 of his 937 passengers died in concentration camps. Entire
families and children as young as six were among those killed. The New York Times would dub
it “the saddest ship afloat.”The turning away of the MS St. Louis became a powerful symbol of
not only Canada’s, but the world’s, apathy and indifference to the troubles facing European
Jews on the eve of the Second World War.One of the yellow Star of David badges European
Jews were forced to wear during the Second World War.COURTESY OF THE UNITED
STATES HOLOCAUST MEMORIAL MUSEUMWhen Adolf Hitler rose to power, becoming
chancellor of Germany in 1933, the country was suffering from economic collapse, and part of
his solution was to make Jewish citizens the scapegoats. Getting rid of them, he said, would
solve the country’s problems. Jews throughout Germany increasingly feared for their lives. As
the head of the German government, he passed more and more anti-Semitic laws and by
1939, every Jewish person had to self-identify with a yellow badge. These badges were
shaped like the Star of David, an important Jewish symbol, and emblazoned with “Jude,” the
German word for “Jew.” This was so Nazis and other anti-Semites could easily pick them out.
The Nazi Party issued leaflets depicting the badges that read: Wer dieses Zeichen trägt, ist ein
Feind unseres Volkes | Whoever bears this sign is an enemy of our people.The broken glass of
Lichtenstein Leather Goods in Berlin, a Jewish-owned business that was destroyed during
Kristallnacht.COURTESY OF THE UNITED STATES HOLOCAUST MEMORIAL
MUSEUMHuge numbers of Jewish families searched frantically for a place to go and many
tried to leave Germany. But leaving was difficult: individuals needed visas and money to enter
another country. And many countries, like Canada, were not eager to accept Jews fleeing
Europe. They feared they would be overrun by a flood of refugees if they did.On November 9,
1938, a horrible event now known as Kristallnacht (pronounced crees-tall-not), or “the night of
broken glass,” took place. Jewish-owned businesses in Nazi Germany and parts of Austria
were looted and ransacked while hundreds of synagogues had their windows smashed and
were set afire. Ninety-five people were murdered, and thirty thousand Jewish men were
arrested and taken to concentration camps.Canadians disapproved of the Nazis’ brutality and
their persecution of Jews and other minorities, but weren’t willing to take meaningful action and
open their country to the refugees. Anti-Semitism ran deep enough that many Canadians didn’t
want Jewish neighbours. Like Germany, Canada was facing tough economic times because of
the impending war, and people feared “foreigners” would put too much pressure on the
country’s already limited resources.With few passenger ships available to take them and few
countries willing to accept them, only a small percentage of Jews made it out of Germany
before the war started. They went to countries like Cuba, the United States, England, and
Canada. While many Canadians asked Prime Minister William Lyon Mackenzie King to accept
Jewish refugees fleeing Nazi Germany in the late 1930s and early 1940s, his government, like
many others, refused. In fact, Canada had one of the worst records of all; during Hitler’s reign,
the country only granted permission for about five thousand Jews to enter.Cuba was the only
country close to the United States willing to accept refugees in large numbers, but acceptance
usually came at a steep price. Sometimes, even after paying government officials large
amounts of money, they were still denied entry.A postcard from the 1930s depicting the MS St.
Louis.COURTESY OF THE UNITED STATES HOLOCAUST MEMORIAL MUSEUMWhen the
MS St. Louis departed Hamburg in 1939, every passenger onboard had what he or she
thought was a legal landing permit. It was only after the ship set sail that the pro-fascist Cuban
government invalidated the certificates. Some Cuban politicians were greedy—after their



government ruled that the certificates could not be used as visas, they pocketed the money
refugees had paid. Most of the St. Louis’s passengers had applied for United States visas in
addition to their Cuban papers. They planned to stay in Cuba until the American Bureau of
Immigration and Naturalization approved their visas and they could settle in the United States.
In the end, the passengers aboard the St. Louis were denied entry into Cuba, a country that
had promised them safety, and were forced to sail back to Europe before their American visa
numbers ever came up. US visas were issued on a first-come, first-served basis, and
applicants had to wait for their numbers to come up before they were allowed to enter the
country. The wait could be anywhere from three months to three years. After Cuba, the United
States, and Canada all refused them sanctuary, more than two hundred and fifty St. Louis
passengers died in concentration camps in Nazi-occupied Europe.The stamped passport of
Marianne Echt, who arrived in Halifax through Pier 21 in 1939.COURTESY OF PIER 21
MUSEUM OF IMMIGRATIONSome passengers who survived the war eventually immigrated to
the United States or to Canada to start new lives. Sol Messinger was one of them. He was six
years old when he and his family left Germany in 1939 on the St. Louis. After the war, his family
immigrated to the United States, where Sol ultimately became a doctor.Marianne Echt knew
she and her family were lucky to escape Nazi Europe. Just months before Sol and the other
passengers aboard the MS St. Louis were told they could not enter Canada, the Echts arrived
at Pier 21 in Halifax in March 1939, about to embark on a new life. The thirteen-year-old Jewish
girl had fled with her family from the Free State of Danzig (now Gda�G6²À Poland) on the
steamship Andania. While so many others had been denied, Marianne and her family were one
of the few Jewish families to find Canada’s doors open on the eve of the Second World War.
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