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How a Series of 
DESPERATE ADS 
Helped Save Jews 

During the Holocaust



One of the lesser-known but most important  
stories about the American Jewish efforts to save  

the Jews of Europe from the Holocaust is the story of the 
Bergson group, led by Hillel Kook using the pseudonym 
Peter Bergson. Kook was a leading Zionist activist in the 
British Mandate of Palestine and came to the United States 
in 1940. He became active in trying to raise awareness of 
the fate of the Jews in Europe after a small article, buried on 
the inside pages of the New York Times in November 1942, 
reported that up to two million Jews were already murdered 
by the Nazis. American members of his group included the 
writer Ben Hecht and the illustrator Arthur Szyk. They began 
a fund-raising and publicity campaign devoted to the rescue 
of European Jewry. 

Unlike European Jewish communities that had centralized 
organizations and leadership, American Jews of that era 
were fractured along many different fault lines. There 
was not one single, united American Jewish community. 
Rather there were many small communities that shared the 
common denominator of “Jewish” but not much else. 

The older, more established German Jewish community that 
arrived in the U.S. in the 1850s was, by 1940, completely 
Americanized. The small American Sephardic Jewish 
community were descended from the first American Jews 
who arrived in the 17th and 18th centuries. 

The vast majority of American Jews, however, were the 
Yiddish-speaking immigrants, and their children, who came 
to the U.S. from Eastern Europe in the late 19th and early 
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20th centuries. They were largely working class and still 
trying to find their place in American society. 

Religious and political chasms also prevented a cohesive, 
unified American Jewish community. The American German 
Jews were mostly Reform, while most of the Jews from Eastern 
Europe were traditional or Orthodox. Politically, Jews ranged 
from capitalists, small business owners, liberals, communists, 
socialists, Zionists, non-Zionists, and anti-Zionists. 

When news of the Holocaust reached American Jews, their 
lack of communal cohesion prevented them from agreeing 
on how to respond to the Nazi threat to Europe’s Jews. This 
was exacerbated further by the huge ideological differences 
separating American Jews. Some advocated behind-the-
scenes quiet advocacy, others supported the Zionist goal 
to establish a Jewish state, and others opposed that plan. 
This frequently sharp discord prevented a unified Jewish 
advocacy strategy to the president and Congress.
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Henry Ford

Making matters worse, this era (1930s to 1940s) was  
the most antisemitic period of American history. The  
pro-Nazi German American Bund was very active, even 
holding a mass rally of 20,000 people in Madison Square 
Garden in 1939. Many prominent Americans were overtly 
antisemitic. This included the industrialist Henry Ford,  
who published numerous antisemitic articles and books,  
Father Charles Coughlin, whose antisemitic radio show 
reached 30 million people weekly, and the aviation hero 

Charles Lindbergh, who had accused “the Jews” 
of pressuring Roosevelt to take America to war. 

Physical attacks on Jews were common, as  
was discrimination in housing, 
education, and employment.

Against this backdrop, the 
Bergson group stepped in. 

The group placed full-page 
advertisements in leading 

newspapers in late 1942.  

Nearly 1,000 uniformed men wearing swastika arm bands and carrying Nazi 
banners parade past a reviewing stand in New Jersey on July 18, 1937 (AP Photo).
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These ads included “Jews Fight for the  
Right to Fight” in the New York Times and  
another, “For Sale to Humanity: 70,000 Jews,  
Guaranteed Human Beings at $50 a Piece,”  
in response to Romania’s offer to send its  
Jews to safety if their travel expenses were paid. 

This action set off a major controversy. A number of American 
Jewish leaders expressed outrage. Fearful of a strong 
antisemitic backlash, many Jewish organizations and leaders 
thought the campaign could result in increased antisemitism. 

In 1943, the Bergson group established the Emergency 
Committee for the Rescue of European Jewry. Among its 
members were Jewish and non-Jewish writers, public figures, 
and politicians who worked to disseminate information to the 
general public and to lobby the president and Congress to take 
immediate action to save the remnants of Europe’s Jews. One 
of the key members was Congressman Will Rogers, Jr.

To get attention to their cause, 
they held plays and mass 
pageants and rallies across 
America. On March 9, 1943,  
the Bergson group produced 
a huge pageant in New York’s 
Madison Square Garden 
entitled, “We Will Never Die,”  
to an overflow crowd of  
40,000. Edward G. Robinson,  
Stella Adler, and Marlon Brando 
participated. It went on to play 
in other major cities, including 
Washington, D.C., where 
First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, 
six Supreme Court justices, 
and over 300 senators and 
congressmen watched it. 

In October 1943, Bergson  
persuaded over 400 Orthodox  

Charles Lindbergh

Program from the 1943 pageant  
that brought awareness of the plight 

of European Jewry to the U.S.  
Artist: Arthur Szyk.

5



rabbis to march on Washington to protest what they  
thought was the Roosevelt Administration’s indifference  
to the plight of European Jewry. While President Roosevelt 

did not receive them personally, 
they were received by 
Roosevelt’s vice president,  
Henry Wallace. They also met 
several prominent members  
of CongresSs, and Senator 
William Warren Barbour, a 
Republican from New Jersey  

met with the rabbis and  
proposed legislation that would have allowed the rescue of  
as many as 100,000 Jews to emigrate temporarily to the U.S.  
A largely antisemitic Congress failed to pass it.

Many historians believe that this march on Washington, and 
pressure from Secretary of the Treasury, Henry J. Morgenthau, 
Jr., helped push Congress to hold hearings on the plight 
of Europe’s Jews and contributed directly to the creation 
in January 1944 of the official War Refugee Board (WRB) to 
deal with Jewish and non-Jewish war refugees. At the time, 
the U.S. had a strict quota on the number of immigrants 
allowed into the country of 2 percent of the number of each 
nationality present in the U.S since the 1890 census. This 
meant only 28,000 Jews from Germany and Austria and 6,500 
from Poland were allowed in. Yet, due to State Department 
pressure, these Jewish quotas often went unfilled.

After the WRB was established, a U.S. government emissary 
went to Turkey to aid in the rescue of Romanian Jews. The 
WRB saved about 200,000 Jews, mostly from Hungary, with 
the help of the Raoul Wallenberg mission. Bergson and his 
group then shifted their focus back to the Palestine Mandate 
and worked towards the creation of the State of Israel.

It was not until years after World War II and Israel’s 
reestablishment that American Jews came to appreciate  
and recognize the historic contribution made by Hillel Kook, 
a.k.a. Peter Bergson.
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Bergson’s contributions to saving Europe’s Jews were 
eventually memorialized and popularized in a play, 
The Accomplices; a documentary movie, Not Idly By:  
Peter Bergson, America and the Holocaust; and a movie 
narrated by Dustin Hoffman, Against the Tide. 

Following are advertisements placed in the New York Times, 
the Chicago Sun, and other publications by the Bergson 
group attesting to those desperate days.

On October 6, 1943, more  
than 400 rabbis marched  
in Washington, D.C. to stop  
the destruction of European  
Jewry, the only such protest  
of this time. Photo by  
Thomas D. McAvoy/ 
The LIFE Picture  
Collection via  
Getty Images.
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