*
AMERICAN JEWISH
ARCHIVES
G406 4 b

% «

é’% +'O

7 S S
3>y

THE JACOB RADER MARCUS CENTER OF THE

AMERICAN JEWISH ARCHIVES

Preserving American Jewish History

MS-603: Rabbi Marc H. Tanenbaum Collection, 1945-1992.
Series A: Writings and Addresses. 1947-1991

Box 3, Folder 26, "The Boat People: A Plea to Humanity", 1
December 1978.

3101 Clifton Ave, Cincinnati, Ohio 45220
(513) 221-1875 phone, (513) 221-7812 fax
americanjewisharchives.org



Viewpo nts

The Boat People:
A Plea to Humanity

Like the Jews escaping the

Holocaust, refugees from

Vietnam and Cambodia are

cast adrifi in a seemingly

uncaring world For the sake
of cwvilization, we must act now

to save them

B» VMare H. Tanenbaum

The drowning of 200 Vietnamese boat people last
ueek off the shores of Malaysia dramatized the m
nitude of the humanitanan cnas that is swiftly bui
ing up in Southeast Ama

With 150 000 Indochinese refugees now nmtlg
resettiement and the possibilities of great loas of li
mounting, the United Nations high commissioner for
refugees has called a conference Dec 11 and 12 in Ge-
nee to develop an international stra for coping
with this masaive problem President took 8
step 1n dealing with the problem this week when he
announced his intention of doubling the 1mm
quota for Southeast Asian refugees to 50 000, both to
help relieve the human agonies and to stimulate other
countries to follow the American example

1 am leaving this weekend on a two-week mission
to Malasia Thailand Indonesa and Hor? Kong m an
effort 1o 1ncremse public knowledge and understand
ing of the refugee crisis The trip 1& a sequel o 8 simi

Marc H Tanenbaum national interreligious atfairs
director of the Amencan |ewish ( ommitiee 15 &
member of the Cinzens { omnussion on Indo
chinese Refugees organized by the Internatipnal
Rescue Commutiee

lar mission the (itizens Commission on Indochinese
Refugees undertook in February to view the phight of
tre Vietnamese boat people end refu?eel from Cam
» d1a—s mission that left & deep and lasting .mpres-
£ 7N on me

-0
In %e harbor of Dyukaria the frarl battered Viet
-&Teee boat lay listlessly at anchor looking exhaust
¢d andeér the blistering Februarv =un that scorched
' e Ingonesian archipeiago 1 walked out on the ot
-g wharf and jumped unto 8 boa! no larger than an
+ ersized rowboat
There were 15 le shoard jammed together in
¢+ eltering closeness The man who me w
“guven Than the father of several of the eight ch
aren on the boat and captair of this decrepit vesse!
He war & Vietnamese Cathnlie frum Smigon a teacher
€~Jcaled in 8 misaior echool and competent n Eng
ith
1 1~t=nduced mysell a= one nf the 14 member U B
C 1zene Commission for Indiihinese Refugees orga
= 2ed bv the International Res ue Committee en
gaged in 8 fact finding mission on the plight of Viet
riamese boat people ar well as Combodian and other
Irdochinese refugees in Hong hong Thailand Malay
¢ a the Philhipines and Singapme ) asked Nguyen
Than to tell me his “story
While lus diminutive wife snd misters-in law were
busy putung r @ mea! of rice and fish and the
¢+ ldren jostled esch other in quiet play Nguyen
Than unfolded the tale of e exodus from o on
Commumist government '» Hana had ordered
Em and hus family to the rural countrymde for ‘re-
education” as members of the new collective soey
Hanoi confiscated what little earthly goods they had,
and worse still, they beg:n to confincate their freedom
erd dignity as human beings Nguven Than was die
ie8ed from his teeching post end was commanded to
becore o farmer a1 & rural collective Through bribes
ard stealth, Nguyen Than crossed through the Viet-
re=ese forests resched the shoreline in the mid
s € of the mught on a decaved fishing boat that
t¢ and his two br re had purchesed at what was
f them an astronomical cost
They sanled for four weeks across the turbulent
S.ath China Bea They were turned away by border
patrole from the shores of & the Pulip-
pnes By the third week  Mguver Then tuld me “we

A Vietnamese refugee boat in the South China Sea

ore food and water We began to drink the
and eat seaweed Our children became
ly lu:-k and feverish and we were certain that we

die

then this emall man s face became fierce with
and he spoke these words which penetrated
"Rebb1 you as a Jew will understand this
most other people As terrible as was the
n, the physical pain in our bodies, the worst
al]l was the awarenesa that we were aban
the world, that our lives meant absolutely
to anybody that human lfe has become
u-

looked intensely into my eyes and added I
now understand what it meant to be a Jew in Nan
Gnm?’ny In the 19]30;. whell;e all the wlgd kne: that
your Jewish e were being and you
e Bl

Abandoned Not only were these 15 human beings
turned away from haven by fellow Asians, but dunng

r odyssev on the sea they were aban
doned aa well by le from the western world

“Twenty three freighters passed us by—we count-
od them—23 large ships carrying cargo probably to
Bingapore Most of were great shipa carrying
western or Japanese flaga We waved at them beg
m them to pick us up at least to give us water and

Nothing A couple times some freighters slowed

down and their crews came up an deck to watch us as
f we were gome entertainment Some of the people
even smiled or laughed at us

As Nguyen Than spoke | suddenly found his face
and voice dissolving before me and I was over
whelmed by other images

It was 1839 the boat churming i the turbulent
ocean was the 8t Loms The human cargo aboard was
836 Jewish men women and children ?Sm certain
death 1n Nazi Germary Like the Indochinese refu

1
ilethys

y

s

goes thev too hed to buy their way out of 8510M
r)nng large sums for on the Bt Lows and
uying official landing certificates that were to

ntee them entry into Cuba Bome 730 of the
ewish refugees were also able to purchase American
ymmigration quota numbers just in case the Cuban
haven shouid fail through
On May 27 1939 rge\ docked at Havana They
were told their official landing certificates” were m
valid Cubae Premdent Frederico Larede Bru told
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them they could land 1if they could produce $1 millhon
within 24 hours An imposmibility

Despair Abandonment Several men committed
swicide Cuban gunboats forced the ship back into the
Atlantic Ocean Frantically desperately the Amen
can Jewish Joint Distmbution Committes pleaded
with South Amencan countnes to provide asylum Ca
l;:l t& Colombia, Chle Pamgwg tnl.::r;;em.ma rf:&

ese passengers a8 doom 'y are retu

o German sol,” said the cables

The reply came back—no room at the inn

Then incredibly, the United States government,
under the "heroic” leadership of President Franklin
Delano Roosevelt and Secretary of State Cordell Hull,
rejected the refugees who rnnemed immgration
numbers Appamnﬂz, they did not want to meddle in
the "internal affairs” of Nam Germany

The St Lows returned to Europe Belgium Hol
land France and England each receved seversl hun
dred of the Jewish refugees—although the Naus
would later overrun Belgium, Holland and France,
and all those who fled to those countries were massa
cred n the Nam genocide

The St Louis episode my hfe 1atiendeda
rally for the "boat people” of the St Louis in Madison
Sqlnam Garden | made a vow to myself then—which 1
believe 18 a silent vow that every Jew who lives under
the shadow of the Naz trauma has made to himself or
herself The vow 18 a paraphrase from the Book of Le-
viticus  You shall not stand 1dly by while the blood of
y% brothers and sisters cries out to you from the
u n

That s why I joined novelist James Michener ciwil
rnighta leader Bayard Rustin eeonomist Leo Cherne
Ambassadors William Casey and Cecil | yons and oth
ers last February on that mission of saving human
livea 1n Southeast Ama Our citizens commission
rlnvcd 8 role in moving the US Congress to adopt
egslation to admit 25 000 Vietnamese boat people
and 15 000 Cambodians to this land of freedom

Since last January when some 1 500 Vielnamese
sought haven elsewhere refugees have been fleeing
that country at an increasing rate About 10 000 es
capad 1n October and despite monsouns there will be
thousands more during the wmm%momh.s desperate-
anekmg a chance to hive Unless something
changes it 15 estirnated more than hall of these refu
gees will drown 1n the sea

The St Louis tragedy taught me one permanent,
universal lesson a world that was callous and indif
ferent to the suffering and the masaacre of milhons of
Armenians 1n 1915 became s world that was callous
and indifferent to the nuﬂ‘ennghand agony of six mil
hon Jewish men women and children elaughtered by
the Naze

And 2 world that stood by mlently while Jewich
lives bacame 18 now a world that stands by
ailently while thousands of Vietnamese bost people
perish 1n the sea, while 2 to 3 million Cambodians

were bedore the of bumemity during
the past two while 000 black Chnstians
ware by Edi Amin's tervor while 40 000 Le-

banese Chnstian and Moslem civihans were killed,
m)l Catholics and Protestants die every day in Ire-

There » an epidemic of dehumanization in the
warld day Civihization H G Wells has wnitten ulis
mately 15 2 race education and catastrophe
We are leaving for Malayma and Thailand today to
try w help It up before the conacousness of the
Amencan people and of the whole human fanily the

central moral 1ssue of our age--that 1s, the di of
cwa‘:mmn hfe ereated m the sacred lmaae?gd
very survival of a sene, civilized humankind

on our that moral leesom, and
e ey g thet o and our






