The Holocaust and United States Policy

The Story of Hiram Bingham IV

Background

Hiram Bingham IV (known as Harry) was remembered by family members as someone who defended younger students from bullying by older students.  Classmates recalled him as serious; his nickname was “righteous Bingham.”

Harry graduated from Yale and entered the foreign service.  He was assigned to service Marseilles, France in the years preceding World War II.  Harry, in an interview with his granddaughter in the 1980s, recalled meeting Adolf Hitler in 1933.  He had seen “the broken windows where the Jewish stores had all been smashed and there were signs in restaurants, ‘No Jews or Dogs Allowed.’”  He also mentioned to his granddaughter that he had seen evidence of the killing Nazis were willing to inflict.

In the late 1930s, Bingham began using his position as vice consul to issue visas to Jews and other people who the Nazis wanted to eliminate.  Superiors such as Breckenridge Long told all consulates to delay visas to any Germans, even Jews.  It was felt if the United States accepted any German refugees, the Nazis would figure out a way to plant spies among them.  So the United States State Department ordered to let no one in.  To accomplish this goal, Long advised all consuls to “put every obstacle in the way…which would postpone and postpone and postpone the granting of visas.”  

But Harry Bingham ignored this order stating that he was “getting as many visas as I could to as many people.  My boss, who was the consul general at the time said, ‘The Germans are going to win the war.  Why should we do anything to offend them?’  And he didn’t want to give any visas to these Jewish people.”  In all, Harry Bingham helped an estimated 2500 refugees escape Vichy France (the Nazi controlled portion of France).  

Secretary of State, Cordell Hull, was concerned.  He stated that no consuls could be “carrying on activities evading the laws of countries which the United States maintains friendly relations.” [at the time the U.S. still had normal relations with Nazi Germany]

However, those who Bingham helped told another story.  “If Bingham could find a way of bending the rules, of being accommodating to somebody who wanted to get out, he did that.”  Fred Buch, an engineer from Austria received a visa from Bingham:  “God it was such a relief….such a sweet voice [Bingham’s].  You felt so safe there in the consulate when he was there.  You felt a new life will start.  [He] looked like an angel only without wings….the angel of liberation.”
Again, the U.S. State Department protested.  Some feared that Bingham was helping too many Jews who could negatively affect the United States.  In 1941, one of Bingham’s superiors, William Peck stated that while Bingham was helping “the aged people, especially those in camps [Vichy France had been placing many suspected French and foreigners in internment camps].  These are the real sufferers and the ones who are dying off….the young ones may be suffering, but the history of their race shows that suffering does not kill many of them.  Furthermore, the old people will not reproduce and can do our country no harm…”.  

Ultimately, Bingham was transferred – first to Lisbon, Portugal, and then to Buenos Aires, Argentina.  While the transfer notice stated no official reason, Bingham knew why he had been transferred.  In his personal papers (discovered after he died) he stated the reason was “Attitude toward Jews, - me in the visa section….”.  

Later in Buenos Aires, Bingham worried about the possibility of Nazis seeking asylum in the country, “Peron [President of Argentina] and his whole gang are completely unreliable, and , whatever happens, all countries in South American will be seedbeds of Nazism after the war.”

After World War II ended, Bingham asked to be posted to Nazi-hunting operations in Washington, D.C.  He was turned down, and subsequently retired from foreign service.  As mentioned earlier, his granddaughter interviewed in for a school project in the 1980s; this interview began the uncovering of the many courageous acts of Hiram Bingham IV.  A hymn sung at many Bingham family gatherings hinted at Harry’s social conscience:
Once to every man and nation comes the moment to decide

In the strife of truth with falsehood, for the good or evil side;

Some great cause, some great decision,

Offering each the bloom or blight,

And the choice goes by forever,

‘twixt that darkness and that light.
Source:  Peter Eisner, “Bingham’s List”, Smithsonian Magazine,  March 2009

Questions

What would you do if presented with the following conundrum:   Your government tells you to do something that goes against your principles or what you know to be right.

Do you KNOW what your grandparents have done?  Have you taken the time to interview them?

