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PREFACE

 


 



THERE COMES A TIME following any remarkable event when memory inevitably fades into history. The story of Varian Fry’s Emergency Rescue Committee turned this process around, in that after the Second World War it almost immediately became history—or rather one of its forgotten footnotes. True, the events this book describes were remembered by those who were involved and by those who benefited; but to the public at large, it was as if the extraordinary happenings in wartime Marseille had never occurred. Fry’s own account, Surrender on Demand, was published in 1945 at a time when people wished to forget the recent conflict and get on with their lives, and it was soon out of print. The native modesty of all those people who worked with Fry stopped them from seeking the admiration and reward they deserved.

The prehistory of this book begins in London in 1965, where a brilliant young editor named Donald Carroll was working on art books at the London publisher, Thames & Hudson. “In the course of editing a book on Marc Chagall,” he later recalled, “I found my curiosity aroused by a footnote mentioning, almost off-handedly, the fact that Chagall was one of the many artists who escaped to New York City early in the war through the good offices of ‘The Fry Committee.’ What, I wondered, was the Fry Committee? Nobody could tell me, despite the fact that at Thames & Hudson I had access to virtually every prominent art historian and critic writing in English. Eventually I gave up.”

But the idea of an organization spiriting artists out of Europe from under
the nose of the Nazis continued to appeal to Donald Carroll. It lay at the bottom of his mind while his career and travels sent him all over the world.

Finally in 1975, another clue prompted Donald to resume his research. “I was working as a columnist and broadcaster in Los Angeles,” he said, “when I came upon another reference (I can’t remember where) to the work of Fry and his committee. By now convinced that their work must have involved some kind of secret wartime operation that many people knew of but nobody knew about, I wrote to the State Department.” All it could supply him with was an obituary of a man called Varian Fry, but the last paragraph mentioned that he was survived by his widow, Annette. After moving to New York with his German wife, Donald set about tracking down Annette Fry, and some months later discovered that she was living only a few streets away from him on the Upper West Side. “She turned out to be a most delightful and charming lady,” and he was launched into a journey that sent him across the United States and Europe.

“I hit the road with my tape recorder, criss-crossing the country until I had interviewed every person I could find who had been in any way involved in Fry’s operation: Marta Feuchtwanger in Los Angeles, Lisa Fittko in Chicago, Miriam Davenport in upstate Michigan, Albert Hirschman at Princeton, Harry Bingham in Connecticut, and of course many more in New York itself.” Donald found Bill Spira in Paris, and cornered Gaston Defferre, who had been Fry’s brave lawyer in 1940 and was by then famous as Marseille’s powerful mayor. He also tracked down the mayor of Banyuls, on the French-Spanish border, who had been so vital to the escape operation. Finally, Donald sought out Fry’s friends and collaborators whose testimony would now, regretfully, be impossible to obtain: that of Harold Oram, Anna Caples Hagen, Hans Sahl, and Fry’s own relatives of a generation now departed.

The project of telling Fry’s amazing story never came to fruition and languished for nearly another two decades. I had known Donald for half of that time, through my agent and friend Richard Gollner. In short, they both asked me if I would attempt to revive the story by picking up where Donald’s research had left off. It goes without saying that if I had not benefited from Donald’s invaluable work all those years ago, and his equally invaluable advice and guidance, this book would have been impossible to write.

Donald had already done much to publicize the exploits of Varian Fry, most notably with his essay, “Escape From Vichy,” published in the magazine American Heritage in 1983. From then on, awareness of Fry’s importance began to increase. Editorials in newspapers from New York to Los Angeles called for Fry to be honored for his work. A tree was planted in his name at Yad Vashem, the museum in Jerusalem dedicated to remembrance of the
Holocaust and its heroes. United States senators started to press for Fry to be awarded a Congressional Medal of Honor. A major exhibition, organized by the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, began to tour the country. It was, argued Donald and Richard, high time the story was told.

Reluctantly, realizing the size and importance of the work, I agreed to take it on. Soon, though, the magic and heroism of the drama had infected me as it had done Donald years before. This is the result. Now, in the century’s final year, when Fry’s memory would be fading into history, it is apparent that many people are determined to keep it vividly in focus. My hope is that this volume might in some way contribute to such a worthwhile enterprise. Fry is an example to us all.

My thanks are due to many: Annette Fry, Professor Albert O. Hirschman, Dr. Miriam Davenport, Dr. Marcel Verzeano, Professor Justus Rosenberg, Lisa Fittko, Professor Walter Meyerhof, Pierre Sauvage, and of course Charles Fawcett. I have been generously helped by Susan Morgenstein, Elizabeth Kessin Berman, Anita Kassof and Marvin Liberman at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington D.C., and by the staff (especially Bernard Crystal) of the Columbia University Rare Book and Manuscript Department at the Butler Library, home of the Varian Fry Collection, who have also provided photographs. Dr. Mordecai Paldiel at Yad Vashem deserves special mention, as do the staff of the Tate Gallery Archive, The Wiener Library and the Public Records Office in London.

Albert Zuckerman at Writers House in New York City, and Richard Gollner, Neil Hornick, and Anna Swan in London made the book a reality. Bob Weil, Becky Koh, Julia Pastore and Elaine Bleakney at St. Martin’s Press have worked hard to make sure all went smoothly. In London Sue Freestone, Tony Whittome and Sophie Wills at Hutchinson have done the same. I am grateful to them all.

An extra benefit of writing this book is that fate put me in the way of Charlie Fawcett, one of the great personalities of this century, a real hero and perhaps the true protege of Varian Fry. May his tribe increase.

 


ANDY MARINO




PART 1

THE LITTLE PRINCE

 


 









CHAPTER 1

BEROLINA

 


 



RICK: I stick my neck out for nobody.

LOUIS: A wise foreign policy.

CASABLANCA

 


 


 


THE PENSION STERN on Berlin’s wide, tree-shaded Kurfurstendamm was more hotel than boardinghouse. The hot and cold water and the telephone in every room were just what an American would expect in the better places back home, and Varian Fry took it as his due. He had arrived in Germany from New York in May 1935 and had chosen the Stern as the base for his travels. He was glad he did. It was cheap at only fifteen marks a day, and he had kindled a friendship with Michael Liebert, nephew of old Mrs. Stern, the proprietress. Fry’s German, which was not as good as his French, had much improved. He now found himself speaking good colloquial Berlinese.

Fry always made it a point to talk to everybody he could when he traveled, and the clientele of the Pension Stern interested him. One such guest included a fellow American, the impresario Eugene Tiller, who had come from France to Berlin to recruit dancers for his troupe, the Tiller Girls. It was a prime time for such an enterprise, with the clubs and cabarets being shut down more frequently now. Fry enjoyed the unsurpassed musical satire of the nightlife Berlin had still to offer, but he sympathized with the desire of the performers to get out while the going was good. He knew that many of the most outspoken artists and writers had already fled to Vienna or Prague or Basle, out of reach (they hoped) of the Gestapo, which did not approve of their books or jokes or lyrics. Berlin—Berolina to the intellectuals and bohemians—was no longer the place for public displays of wit and irony, or for subversive ideas. People had begun to disappear.

Another guest with whom the young Fry was vaguely acquainted was Dr.
Alfred Apfel, the famous anti-Nazi lawyer. He was defending one of the men on trial for setting the Reichstag fire. The Nazis were attempting to blame it on their Communist opponents, but most of the world believed they had arranged it themselves, in order to gain unopposed control of the German parliament. Though the trial was proceeding well for Apfel, he was, in fact, a worried man, unsure of how he would make his own escape when the trial was over. With the foreign journalists and their protective publicity gone, he would then be at the mercy of his ruthless government.

The famous comedian Max Adalbert, another resident at the Stern, was downcast as well. For him there was not much to laugh at or joke about in Germany anymore.

Fry had no need to worry about the random incidents of terror under the Nazi regime. A knock on the door in the middle of the night simply meant room service had arrived with his cognac. But in two months he had seen enough of Hitler’s brave new world to understand what was going on—enough of the gaily decked-out gingerbread towns and the wildly cheering crowds (schwarmerai was the word for it)—full of gleeful children waving their red and white flags with that sinister black spider at the center, their proud mothers smiling and waving to the bull-necked brownshirts strutting along.

Varian Fry had not been vacationing. No sane person would choose the Third Reich as a place for rest and relaxation. On the contrary, he had arrived with a mission, and a fat, empty notebook that was now entirely full. For a journalist there was no substitute for being on the spot. He had observed Hitler’s economic miracle in action, it was true, with its new roads and railways, kindergartens and hospitals. Grown men who had never worked a day in their lives now had jobs in the Nazi Party. They had back their self-respect—from the look of it, perhaps too much self-respect.

All the dubious glamour of the uniforms and the ballooning nationalist uplift of Goebbels’s propaganda was on display. The citizenry looked proud and prosperous. Germany was now a single-party state, and the Party defined its, and therefore Germany’s, foes. The propaganda declared that the enemy lay within. Many who were excluded from Hitler’s dreams of glory could not yet understand why. The atmosphere was disorientating, overwhelming. “Oh, Mother, Mother,” one little girl was heard to say in a movie theater as on the screen a parade of storm troopers had marched stiffly past. “If I weren’t a Jew I think I’d be a Nazi.” In his own mind Fry was trying to resolve the paradoxes of terror and joy in the new Germany. Tyranny or not, and despite the latent opposition Fry had discovered, the feverish atmosphere of patriotism and racialism seemed to be the popular will of the people.


By the evening of July 15 Varian Fry had interviewed enough people, taken enough notes, and seen enough of the Third Reich to make for a thorough piece on the state of affairs in Germany. He was looking forward to a fine meal in celebration of what was almost the end of his task—just one more interview to go—before he returned to New York to take up the post of editor at the political journal The Living Age. He had struck the deal with its outgoing editor, who told him that if he thought it worth his while to take a couple of months off and see what was really happening in the cauldron of Europe’s future, then the job would be waiting for him on his return.

Fry looked the very picture of the earnest young liberal. Smartly suited and wearing a bow tie, at twenty-seven years of age he appeared much less of a schoolboy now and finally more grown up. A dedicated, perhaps slightly prissy look was already etching itself on his features, tugging his mouth down at the corners and pursing his lips. It was a countenance that seemed to say, “I know I am right, and frankly I am astonished that you could think otherwise.” His round, horn-rimmed spectacles added a certain owlish effect, but his dark wavy hair and a broad, friendly nose fought against an incipient seriousness.

Germany had both excited and depressed him. Fry adored the country but he was revolted by the injustices he had seen, the lies he had heard repeated. The place seemed to thrive on slander: it was “the Jews extort this” and “the Jews plot that,” a set of falsehoods plain to anybody willing to use his brain. Yet people seemed to believe in them. Fry recognized a bullying crowd mentality that had left him clenched and angry, but had also liberated all the energy of his ferocious indignation. For indignation was Fry’s lifeblood; and in a strange way he thrived on the exposure to evil he had experienced in Hitler’s Germany. He was a man who supported good causes as a matter of course, but he wasn’t content unless there were also bad causes to be defeated. Fry was not truly happy unless he was in some way outraged. For two months he had inhaled an atmosphere of repression like it was the scent of a flower; now he felt truly invigorated.

At about eight o’clock on that summer evening Fry left his hotel room to seek the broad and elegant boulevards of Berolina. What followed would change his life forever.

When he reached the hotel lobby he saw guests clustered at the door and windows, looking out onto the street with frightened interest. Somebody told Fry there was an anti-Jewish riot outside, and with a journalist’s inquisitiveness he edged through the crush and out onto the Kurfurstendamm, where he saw people running along the road toward what seemed to be the source of the commotion. He decided to follow, and as he did the noise of cheering—or rather barking, as if wild dogs were fighting over a bone—grew louder.


The first sight that met his eyes delivered a blow of atavistic horror.

The old man’s mouth was gaping and stringy with blood, screaming for help, but the plea was drowned out by the volume of the mob’s blind fury. A pullulating circle of figures was flailing the elderly victim with fists and feet so that, already cringing and wet with their spittle, he was slowly sinking to the ground. Although he tried with all his might to remain upright, since falling meant certain doom, the man finally lost his strength and collapsed. The body of the crowd closed over him. An old lady who must have been his wife had been crying and clawing at the fringe of the unheeding gang of attackers. Now someone noticed her and smashed his fist into her face. Then she, too, was pulled into the blood orgy, kicked and stamped on until she went down as well.

Suddenly, Fry looked around him and saw other beatings taking place, and knots of citizens merging into larger groups as if by some magnetic attraction, until they were numerous enough to block the wide thoroughfare and slow the traffic passing through. A young man pointed his hand like a pistol at someone hurrying past. “Jew!” he shouted, and a section of the crowd surged away like swarming bees from some already motionless and crumpled shape, to converge on their new, terrified prey, pinning him against the wall and going through his pockets for his identity papers. “A Jew!” rang out the hoarse, gleeful cry again, and they were on him, sending his body crashing back over café tables before the boots and fists began to rain down once more.

On each side of the street the windows of Jewish shops and restaurants were being smashed, and the air sang with the shrill music of destruction. Oddly enough there were policemen standing guard in front of “German businesses,” meaning non-Jewish ones, Fry supposed, while the mob sailed on its turbulent course toward the unprotected storefronts. Storm troopers were loitering about in obvious authority, their jodhpurs and brown mud-colored shirts straining to hold in big, hard bellies. They looked tough, all right, dumb but tough with bully slyness, redirecting the fleeing victims back into the fray with their fists.

Fry felt in no danger himself. It was like peering into a demonic slide show, unreal and grotesque, but intensely colored. People were running in all directions; he heard the slap of feet on the road. The tinny smell of blood was in the air. The pursuers went after their quarry unrelentingly, and it was as though a great good humor had taken possession of the mass. A young boy no more than twelve years old came up to him. “This is a holiday for us,” he said breathlessly, and Fry looked at him, speechless. The boy meant it. He noticed smart, stout burgerlich couples of middle age, out for their evening
promenade before supper or the theater, suddenly losing their senses and joining in a beating. Shop girls screamed with murderous fury at passing vehicles that the crowd engulfed, and from which they dragged the terrified occupants. Were they Aryan? They had to prove it, and if they couldn’t, the spitting and kicking would begin anew, while the automobile rocked on its axles in the throng.

Still in a state of disbelief—not because he thought it couldn’t happen, but because he was there when it did—Fry looked up toward the far end of the Kurfurstendamm. There, in towering majesty, stood the Kaiser Wilhelm memorial church. This was no time for irony, but what began to reach his ears now was evidence of another phase in the surging swell around him. The mob had begun to find its voice and it sounded, though surely it couldn’t be, as if the rising notes were emanating from the church. A lone voice cried out, long and deep, like the lowing of cattle, sonorous and barely human, a line that would be repeated as slowly and deliberately by the crowd all along the boulevard. “Wenn Judenblut vom Messer spritzt,” it intoned, and was echoed and multiplied by the still surging mass: When Jewish blood spurts from the knife …

Again the voice tolled out across the bobbing heads: “Dann geht’s nochmal so gut … .” Then things will go even better, Fry translated silently, as once again this new line was repeated in the same funereal tempo. Other lines followed in mournful cadence, a solemn progression through an automaton’s nightmare, so eerie amid this tempestuous brutality. Then Fry realized he was witnessing, loud and clear, nothing less than an inversion of the Christian liturgy. For all its dancing insanity, for all its murderous frenzy, he was sensible of a ritual aspect to this pogrom, some religious template underlying the chaos and channeling its anti-Jewish energy. The thought flashed through Fry’s mind that this was not just a riot, but the beginning of a religious crusade against the Nazi devil of “Jew-Bolshevism:” The high priest of this dark campaign was, of course, very near.

Fry gathered his senses and began to walk away, feeling as though he were swimming, slowly, in a dream. He was still too close to the macabre street theater to feel outrage, and he numbly entered the harbor of a café. There, Fry saw a sight that would haunt him, and which in later years he would retell only rarely and in a whisper. In a corner sat a man trying as hard as anybody could do to look invisible. Two storm troopers, ruddy faced and reeking of bull arrogance, had entered and walked toward him. The man, clearly Jewish, tremulously reached for his beer. As he did so, a knife flashed in the air and pinned his shaking hand to the table. The storm troopers laughed.

Fry walked back to the Pension Stern, past a poster outside the Ufa Palast
movie theater that read WER VOM JUDEN KAUFT, 1ST EIN VERRATER!—HE WHO BUYS FROM A JEW IS A TRAITOR! In his hotel bedroom he took out his notebook, and on the last blank page began to write. When he had finished, he picked up the telephone and asked reception to put through a call for him. The next day his report, sent via the Associated Press, would make the front page of the New York Times, and America would have its first real taste of Nazism in action.

 


 


THE PREVIOUS NIGHT had not been just a bad dream. When Fry left the Pension Stern the next morning to walk the short distance toward the Brandenburg Gate and the government buildings, the victims were still there, many where they had fallen. They were now being tended to in the street and he saw bandaged heads, bandaged hands, and fresh, clean slings of plaster over their noses. Back in New York it was the middle of the night and the presses were already rolling.

Fry had already asked for and received an invitation to the offices of the Foreign Press Division at Joseph Goebbels’s Ministry of Propaganda, where Ernst Hanfstaengel—“Putzi” to his friends—had been entrusted by Hitler with the mission to explain Nazism to the world. Fry suspected he had been granted an interview because of all Hanfstaengel thought they had in common. In fact there were only two things: they were both Americans, and both alumni of Harvard University, although Hanfstaengel had graduated ten years before Fry. The gregarious Putzi could never resist an opportunity to meet someone with whom he could swap memories of student life.

Fry was shown in, where he refused the offer of coffee. If Hanfstaengel noticed his visitor’s tight-lipped disapproval, he didn’t reveal it. Fry did not know before he met him whether the man was evil or stupid; he kept an open mind about it. Now, though, his mental dial was swinging in the direction of stupidity. Hanfstaengel began the conversation predictably by asking, as he settled his large frame into his seat, how Harvard was doing. Fry smiled stiffly at him but did not make eye contact. He replied that to the best of his knowledge their old alma mater was getting along just fine without them. At this, Hanfstaengel roared with laughter. “Without me, certainly,” he said, hinting at past roguishness. Fry’s mind was turning on the riot of the night before, and anger at this lightheartedness began to percolate through his system. Hanfstaengel had apparently forgotten that he was a journalist. He said nothing about keeping what they were going to discuss off the record. Very well, thought Fry.


He played to the bearish Hanfstaengel’s obvious weak point—homesickness—chatting about America and lulling him into a warm feeling of nostalgia before introducing the matter of the Kurfurstendamm riot into the conversation. Hanfstaengel’s face darkened with insincere concern as he agreed that it had been an unfortunate incident. An unforgivable one, corrected Fry, a wanton attack on people and property. Who did Hanfstaengel blame for it? His answer was civic indignation: a group of Jews had hissed a pro-Nazi movie at the Ufa Palast and set off the whole thing. At least, that is what he was told. It was, Fry must understand, difficult to separate out the sequence of events. Not all the Jews who were beaten up were to blame, of course, but a single spark may start a fire … .

As one old Harvard man to another, he went on, he had his suspicions that fanatiker, storm troopers, might have been involved. Fry, who had seen everything, simply sat there and let him talk on. There was a struggle, Hanfstaengel explained, between two principal factions in the Nazi Party. On the one hand there were the moderates. He smiled to include himself in this group. On the other, there were more radical elements who wished to be rid of the Jews once and for all—they didn’t care how—and they wanted to show they had wide support. Last night’s regrettable incident was provoked with that in mind.

The moderates believed that the Jewish problem could be dealt with in a more civilized manner, perhaps by designating certain areas Jews could be moved to in order to separate them from the German people, whom they antagonized. Not ghettos, Hanfstaengel added hastily, more like reservations, similar to those the United States provided for its native Indian population. The Jews would retain the benefits of German identity without experiencing their present difficulties. Or they could migrate. In fact, negotiations for the settlement of Jews in foreign territories like Madagascar were under discussion.

Fry pushed Hanfstaengel on what the so-called radicals wanted to do with the Jews. Why, they want to exterminate them, replied Hanfstaengel simply, offhandedly and off guard. Kill them all. This was the solution favored by Hitler, by Goebbels. Fry, even before last night’s bloodletting, had attempted to extrapolate the logic of the Nazi movement, and such “ideology” as it possessed. His conclusion was that at the end of the road inevitably lay war and murder, and that this was in some way what it was all about, some mad Teutonic conflagration. But his image of it had been opaque. He read the things that were written, witnessed actions taken against the Jews. It was true one could almost smell the hatred. But to have the idea spelled out in plain
English by somebody who was as close to the font of Nazi power as Hanfstaengel clarified everything.

What made Hanfstaengel particularly odious in Fry’s view was that he should have known better. Germany had long suffered the worst, most invertebrate press in the Western world, and for centuries it had accepted an abysmal public education system. It was a sharply stratified society where one did not dare question one’s superiors, and its worship of officialdom was practically a national cult, as the great but now banished German writer Heinrich Mann had pointed out in his novels written during the time of Kaiser Wilhelm. The true culprit of the Nazi phenomenon was German history: when Hitler screamed at his people about their overwhelming need to obey, he knew what he was talking about. It was like they said of the Kaiser, when a generation earlier he ordered the German people into the mad slaughter on the Western Front, “The King makes war and the people die.” And Bismarck, who hadn’t wanted the war, said that all the people lacked was “civilian courage,” the courage to take hold of their own lives and resist the will of the ruler. They would die unquestioningly in the trenches, but they refused to see that they could ever govern themselves. Their anti-Semitism was unremarkable: every country Fry knew of despised Jews to a greater or (normally) lesser extent. But the conditions in Hitler’s Third Reich had amplified a traditional feeling of surly distrust and turned it into government policy. Simply put, Germans no longer felt it necessary not to beat up Jews.

But Hanfstaengel was an American. He had grown up in a country with an egalitarian, individualistic ethos; he had received the best education money could buy. Now he was abusing that democratic inheritance and allying himself with a base and vicious regime. The man’s bluff good humor was an insult. Hanfstaengel’s ancestors were German, and they had left Germany—like four and a half million others over the last century—precisely because of its narrow-minded chauvinism and its suffocating autocracy. Those who could not get out, or were content to obey their masters, never enjoyed the advantages that America had given Hanfstaengel. Now he had returned to lord it over them. In the end it was more than stupidity. By proclaiming his friendship with Hitler, in boasting of how the Führer liked him to play “Three Cheers for Harvard” on the piano, Hanfstaengel in his own trivial way had sunk lower than Hitler himself in the moral scheme of things.

Fry was a professional journalist, and if Hanfstaengel had made him promise not to use direct quotes, he would have assented and found a more general, unattributed way to announce his discovery of the genocidal plans being entertained in the upper echelons of the Third Reich. But it was 1935 and nobody would believe him. They probably wouldn’t, anyway. But because


Hanfstaengel was talking—as he had said—as one Harvard man to another, Fry filed another report through the Associated Press as soon as he had left the country, quoting Hanfstaengel’s exact words. It, too, made the front page of the New York Times that July. Fry could no longer visit Nazi Germany, but he didn’t want to. What he feared was that Nazi Germany would soon be visiting everybody else.




CHAPTER 2

DON’T BE A GOOP

 


 



VARIAN MACKEY FRY in early life had been the proverbial sick child. But like everything else about him, this was more complicated than it seemed. For there was also a certain amount of make-believe to his infirmity. Fry had always been a consummate actor. By the time he was twelve years old he had mastered the art of duping his parents, Arthur and Lilian, into believing tales of suffering despite the fact that his ailments appeared with utter predictability. Whenever the weather turned bad, Varian was simply too ill to attend school. His complacent ruses always worked even though his young cousin Libby managed easily to see through him. Fry didn’t care: his purpose was to fool his parents, and that he had done. When Libby pointed out that rain would provoke a cough, or freezing weather a headache, he merely shrugged. When she told Fry to his face she knew he was faking, he said he didn’t see what business it was of hers. Varian was an only child, a boy in a world of indulgent women. In addition to his endlessly attentive mother, whose nerves were not all they could be, there were Aunt Da and Aunt Floss to fuss over him. There was simply nothing Libby could do.

Fry’s candid attitude was that it was for the other boys, the herd, to trudge through mud and hail and be uncomfortable and bored in the dull prison called school. He preferred to lie in bed and be read aloud to by his mother. This was much more interesting than lessons, as were his daydreams. With only slight exaggeration of his status in the Fry household, he frequently imagined himself the son of a king.

In fact Fry’s father worked on Wall Street for the firm of Carlysle and Mellick,
and commuted fifty miles a day to his job as “office” partner in the odd-lot stockbrokerage. He managed the business, while the other partners traded on the floor of the exchange, or dealt with other brokers who traded there. Arthur was a solid domestic presence only on weekends. Even then he seems to have been a cheerful and credulous parent of exactly the sort a devious young plotter like Fry could take advantage of. In the way that some families develop, especially those with a single child, the little prince became the unofficial nexus of household policy.

Fry was born in Harlem, New York City, on October 15, 1907. The family was comfortable but not wealthy, “Certainly never ‘wealthy,’ as the wealth of stockbrokers is actually measured!” said Fry. Like many other middle-class families of the time, they soon moved from Harlem to the suburbs. In their case this meant Ridgewood, New Jersey, across the Hudson River. There, from the age of two, Varian grew up in the devoted feminine atmosphere that he could always snap to attention with a temper tantrum if need be. He led a little group of younger playmates, but was timid with boys his own age, and often chose solitude to their rough company. From early days, and by carefully choosing his territory, Varian grew accustomed to getting his own way.

There survive as a kind of family snapshot two verses of doggerel Varian’s father wrote for his son based on a verse by Gelett Burgess. They sound almost like an admonition, but lack the sternness to serve as effective criticism. The precocious young boy may even have taken them as admiring encouragement:



GOOP POMES

This Goop bounces on the bed, 
First on his feet, then on his head. 
His mother tells him to get dressed, 
For mothers always know what’s best. 
But he won’t do as he’s told, 
He’ll be a Goop and catches cold.

Don’t be a Goop.

 


This Goop is Varian Mackey Fry, 
Just watch him make his oatmeal fly. 
It’s on the cloth, it’s on the floor, 
It’s even spattered on the door. 
A boy of six is much too big 
To eat his breakfast like a pig.

Don’t be a Goop.




If the prospect of Goop-hood failed to strike terror into Varian’s heart, the psychological boot camp of school was another matter. His first experience of the outside world poured like an unwelcome cold shower over the little prince. It was probably genuine distress that first added a nervous stomach to those fabricated ailments that changed with the weather. Long after Fry grew up he remained an excruciatingly sensitive individual. The stomach pain would regularly return, and although Fry watched what he ate, he was still rewarded with a duodenal ulcer by his mid-thirties.

The bliss of childhood never lasts, and the more blissful or at least insulated it is, the steeper the descent into reality. It would be wrong to assume Fry was a misfit, but he was never a “team player” and never had any wish to be one. Making good use of his strategic hypochondria, he retreated like many willful and bright young children into a more interesting, though perhaps lonely realm of his own making. The quality of Fry’s observation and his interest in the natural world, especially in bird-watching, dates from early in his life and may have been an antidote to his isolation.

At school he displayed an alert intelligence and showed a great facility for learning. But in the roughhouse of grade school, the nascent intellectual is often (and sometimes wrongly) marked out as a sissy. Fry may have suffered from this common syndrome—it’s hard to see how he did not—but characteristically he made it one of the pillars of his personality. He began to cultivate his aesthetic tastes, and from them eventually fashioned a source of resilience and even a feeling of superiority. A university friend remembered how Fry “held in lodged disdain the mindless games” of the sports jocks, although it would have been different if Fry had displayed any talent for sports himself. The competitiveness he missed on the football field he more than made up for in conversation. There he was an aggressive player, and always aimed to win.

Fry’s isolation at the local school was uncomfortable and probably of his own making, but academically it put him far ahead of his contemporaries. Arthur soon enrolled his son in a private tutoring establishment to prepare him for the entrance examination to Hotchkiss—Lilian’s suggestion—which had an impressive academic reputation as well as excellent social credentials. Lilian’s social ambitions were curtailed by her nervous fear of entertaining and being entertained. But for her son she wanted the best, and Arthur was content to go along with her choice.

The prep school proved to be an awakening for Varian: “A whole new world,” he called it. He was forced to work hard and enjoyed keeping up with the demanding regime of instruction. It was there that some of the groundwork was laid for the sharpness of Fry’s adult intellect. Chief among his enthusiasms
was Latin, the precision and complexity of which suited the grammar of his personality and gave him a means of privileged communication. Latin also gave Fry the chance to be incontrovertibly correct—and to correct others, of course, which was one of his main pleasures. Annette, his widow, remembers the mind like a steel trap, which may early on have found its spring loading in the ancient language.

He remained happily at the prep school until 1922, when he passed with flying colors the examinations that took him to the Hotchkiss school in Lakeville, Connecticut, just before his fifteenth birthday. But there things took a turn for the worse, for the student culture was dominated by the older boys, and in the cruel tradition of English private (“public”) schools, the new arrivals were subjected to humiliation and physical abuse under the euphemism of “hazing.” One of the ordeals, which with bitterness Fry never forgot or forgave, was to hang from a boiling hot steam pipe running the length of the dormitory, and proceed to the far end hand over hand. Fry let it be known that he thought this systematic tormenting of the younger students was pure barbarism. As a result he was singled out for special treatment, and his hazing continued beyond the traditional first year and right through the second. The pain and humiliation Fry certainly felt was compounded by the social violence it represented. For he didn’t share with his persecutors their background of wealth and privilege. He was at Hotchkiss only on the strength of his academic abilities—a sign to him of his innate personal superiority, and an opening onto the next stage of Fry’s self-invention.

By making use of his carefully nurtured manners and considerable learning, Fry began to reinvent himself as the perfect (or insufferable) young aristocrat. He would take inordinate care over how he dressed, and demand a knife and fork to eat a hamburger. He took to smoking a cigarette, because he thought it looked elegant in his hand, but he never inhaled. Choosing for himself qualities other than the dreary bourgeois fetish for money, he wrong-footed his peers and vaulted over their merely material advantages. “The first duty in life is to be as artificial as possible,” said Oscar Wilde, and Varian took him at his word. He entered into a period of serious playacting through which he hoped to redefine and refine an unpleasant environment.

To others it may have appeared that Fry had simply retreated behind a wall of petulance. Despite his enjoyment of the intellectual rigors at Hotchkiss the taunts continued, and one day—there are contradictory versions of the event, but the conclusion is the same—he simply resigned from school. Family tradition remembers Arthur Fry driving to Connecticut to collect his son from the principal’s office; but also recalled in one camp is the father’s surprise at Varian turning up at his Wall Street brokerage one December day in 1924 to
announce that he would not be returning to Hotchkiss. Both Arthur and Lilian pleaded with their son over the Christmas vacation, but Varian remained characteristically adamant. He was seventeen, and it was too late for them to expect him to start taking orders now.

If Arthur feared that his son’s singularity was in danger of overbalancing into something more like rebelliousness, he did not show it. In the end an agreement was reached: a school would be selected where Varian would not be penalized for his sophistication. His parents reserved the right to name the place, and chose Taft, a well-respected establishment in Watertown, Connecticut. This denied Fry his real objective, which was to be at the hub of the action in Manhattan, with its jagged and colorful array of modern entertainments. With all his sophistication it was where he felt he really belonged. It was the jazzy twenties, and Varian felt he was missing out.

Taft not only proved a relief from the harassments he suffered at Hotchkiss, but he found the workload was lighter, too. Fry compensated for this by educating himself beyond the curriculum and reading everything he could lay his hands on. Nevertheless, by the summer he was restless in what he had decided was a provincial backwater, and after a well-coordinated campaign of persuasion he won out over his parents. They agreed to let him attend from fall semester the Riverdale Country School in the Bronx, a mere bridge away from his dream island, Manhattan. Varian’s odyssey was at an end. He felt wonderfully at home, and his last year of school was a triumph. His skills as a linguist blossomed—as if in finding his place he had also found his voice—and soon he could read and write in six languages. To top it all off, he passed the Harvard entrance examinations in spring 1926 in the top 10 percent nationally. Arthur sent him on vacation to Bermuda as a reward.

Nineteen twenty-six was also the year in which Fry formed his first real adult friendship. Johannes Martens, a visitor from Scandinavia, soon fell under his wickedly inventive verbal spell, and for his part Fry found the boy’s uninhibited and spontaneous behavior irresistible. Fry was a handsome and well-formed young man by now, and also Martens’s intellectual superior. These things served to crystallize the foreigner’s adulation. “You may know—or not,” wrote Martens much later, “that you played a decisive role in my life—I was never quite the same after having known you!”

At the time Fry may have looked on Martens’s adulation merely as his due, but they quickly became inseparable, and he took the Norwegian with him on his graduation trip to Bermuda. They cycled, swam, drank in the bars on the island, and “devoured,” Martens reminded Fry, “parts of Ulysses in that forbidden magazine, what was it called—The Little Review?” Fry’s graduation trip lasted a whole month, but Martens soon had to leave to begin a job in


New York. “Yes,” he wrote. “I only had a week in Bermuda, and I wept (in a toilet) because you were staying on.” Already Fry had a charisma that could charm people and hold them under a spell.

By the time he reached Harvard, Fry had succeeded in stylizing himself. His friends at Riverdale and then at Harvard were attracted by Fry’s certainty and his erudition—the apparent maturity—but they had to deal with the mannered arrogance that kept them at a distance. “I found him sympathetic,” says one, “although I was wary of his covert disdain.”

Outwardly Fry was the very picture of confidence, holding court in a small coffeehouse near the campus where he would discourse on whatever topic interested him (normally the superiority of everything French or the mediocrity of everything American). It was the style with which Fry addressed the subject that attracted his listeners. As for the substance, that was another question. Fry in his early twenties was hopelessly self-assured. When a classmate admitted that he was auditing a course in metaphysics, Fry dismissed the whole of Western philosophy with a well-turned aperçu. He, of course, acted as if he had it all sorted out.

Fry held an opinion about everything, and was interested in every subject but nothing in particular. The courses he took at Harvard seemed to reflect this: classics, history, physics, fine arts, political science, zoology, philosophy, English, French, German, Greek. Renaissance man or dilettante? Nothing, it seems, was quite good enough for him. As is the case with many talented but unfocused minds, secretly Fry felt unsure of himself. It was safer to stay on the outside, perhaps. It always had been so far.

Fry was bright and gregarious (on his own terms) but inevitably narcissistic, given how much time he had devoted to creating himself. At this stage his sexuality seems to underline that. He was attracted to those who were like himself (rather than the troublingly opposite), and he seems to have been open and even provocative about it. Martens wrote of “my two visits to Harvard, and a weekend at ‘Westport’ where your parents had rented a house and you had invited three boyfriends.” Indeed, scandalous behavior was part and parcel of Fry’s persona at this time. It fitted the spiky self-assertiveness he needed now that he was suddenly a small fish in a much larger pond. He was testing both the rules and himself, behaving outrageously but calling others “aesthetic hedonists.” Such audacity reveals how wide a gap there existed between how he appeared to the world and what he must have felt like underneath his polished carapace. Fry looked and acted like a gadfly, but there remained the lonely seriousness.

In receipt of an allowance (and a four-door Packard convertible) from his prosperous father, Fry took rooms on campus in Gore Hall, overlooking the
Charles River. He lived upstairs from Lincoln Kirstein, a true devotee of Oscar Wilde and a man at the time “still trying on masks”—in short, the perfect audience for Fry’s brand of performance. Kirstein remembered him as a “fair classical scholar with working knowledge of Latin and Greek, a good pianist, with old-fashioned courtly manners of a sardonic twist.” Together they saw themselves as a pair of literary swashbucklers, and the prime target for their swashing and buckling was the Harvard Advocate. It was the student magazine and more of a social institution than a serious literary enterprise. Fry’s feelings of inferiority and his wish for revenge, dating from Hotchkiss, stimulated a crusade against the upper-crust society students in residence at the offices of the Advocate.

The plan was to insinuate themselves into editorial positions and then hijack the journal for their own purposes, but Fry’s “tart antagonism,” says Kirstein, ended that. Instead, they began their own literary journal, naming it The Hound and Horn (“’Tis the white stag Fame we’re hunting; Bid the world’s hounds come to horn”), although it soon came to be known colloquially as The Bitch and Bugle. It was a sort of revenge on the establishment, and a very successful enterprise. So wide was its reputation beyond the undergraduate circle, that during the entire length of its publication, “unlettered sports fanciers sent in unsolicited advertisements for geldings, dachsunds, Airedales.” Characteristically, though, Fry grew bored with it, and—also characteristically—he contrived a quarrel with Kirstein, after which he quit. This was the first of many such departures.

But Fry’s confidence was brimming at the end of his sophomore year, and the high life continued. Margaret Scolari Barr, the wife of Alfred, director of the Museum of Modern Art in New York, wrote that “he lived in style and had planned his travels as though time and money would forever be available.” And for a while they were.

The next summer, Fry boarded the SS Sinaïa for a voyage to Europe, and then on to Greece and Turkey. It was an idyllic vacation that whetted his appetite for archaeology and the ancient world. He brought back a small bronze bull and a fragment of (it would transpire) fake Attic pottery, that in good faith he presented to the classics department, where from now on he concentrated his time. The voyage through the Aegean had convinced Fry to follow—insofar as he followed anything—the course of the classical scholar. Eventually, it would be the subject he graduated in, despite being, as Fry admitted, “a very poor and very undisciplined student.” It also implied a career: classics scholars become teachers, though at this stage the unconventional Fry did not seem quite like schoolmaster material.

Fry crossed the line separating risk from disaster one warm May evening
in 1930. That was when his campaign against the staid respectability of Harvard went a stage too far and he finally got his comeuppance. It began as a drunken prank when he spotted a FOR SALE sign in front of a Chinese laundry. He uprooted it and replanted the sign in the dean’s front lawn. Soon after, the forces of respectability struck back. Fry was suspended from the university and forced to repeat his senior year (something which still angered him nearly twenty years later). Added to the social humiliation was the dire practical consequence of graduating twelve months after his peers, just as the Depression was biting. Jobs were hard enough to come by even for college graduates. To have one’s entrance onto the vanishing employment market delayed—and having blotted one’s copybook so visibly—might have dealt a mortal blow to a promising career. Until now he had acted the part of an aesthete and sidewalk philosophe. Perhaps it was Fry’s own plight that now alerted him to that of others, for the narcissist who awakes from his reverie will still try see his own image wherever he can. Fry’s disgrace held up to him a mirror in which he saw the sufferings of the poor and unemployed, among whose ranks he clearly saw a place reserved for himself. Soon it would be Varian Fry, the iconoclast, the aloof non-joiner, the snob, the school drudge, who organized and led the Harvard contingent in a march for jobs down Broadway.

 


 


DESPITE THE SPLIT between Fry and Lincoln Kirstein over The Hound and Horn, there was no lasting enmity, and out of the association was to grow one of the enduring relationships of Fry’s life. Lincoln’s sister, Mina, was the best friend of Eileen Avery Hughes, who was the daughter of an old Bostonian family, not wealthy but respectably middle class rather like the Frys. She was seven years Fry’s senior and nearly thirty years old when they first met. For the precocious young man still in many ways unsure of himself, she possessed both the glamour and the assurance of the older woman. She was sophisticated, too, having been educated in England at Roedean and Oxford University. It is hard to see Fry having either the patience or the unironic simplicity of speech to attract a girl his own age, if indeed he was the least interested. But Eileen was a different proposition altogether. She was worldly and independent—when they first knew each other she was working as an editor at the Atlantic Monthly, a journal on which Fry had attempted to model The Hound and Horn—and moreover she was interested in him.

Fry was allowably flattered by her attentions, and Eileen came along at a time when if he wasn’t actually changing, he was certainly open to change. It is probable that Eileen was responsible for his political awakening, though he
eventually became the “specialist” in the relationship. Eileen was intelligent and unconventional, a gentle and tolerant woman who could also be as stubborn and bossy as Fry himself. Now he was boxing his own weight. Eileen often treated him like a naughty child and, perversely, he enjoyed it. She took him in hand and withstood what he called the “severe case of emotional maladjustment” he presented her with. In the early days of their relationship Fry tried both to impress and scandalize Eileen, and it seems he succeeded in the first but failed in the second, for he calmed down and married her on June 2, 1931. Eileen was a barrier protecting Fry from the cold world beyond the student’s life, and it is no coincidence that marriage and graduation from Harvard came close together. But Lilian Fry was inconsolable, seeing herself so obviously replaced by the older woman Fry had chosen, and for years she would subject her son to hourlong crying fits on the telephone.

Fry’s mischievousness in the whole affair, which pitted his mother and Eileen against each other, is difficult to gauge. His continued friendship with Martens would seem to be an outright provocation to Eileen, just as Eileen was to Lilian. But in a letter he wrote to his new wife, she appears also to have been his indulgent confidante:



In the late afternoon Martens came in and I gave him tea and asked him to supper, and after supper, at his suggestion, I drove him up the Bronx River Parkway as far as Scarsdale, where we piddled against the wall of the RR station, and back again, and he seemed to enjoy it very much. He said that Greta Garbo was definitely a lesbian lady, and that she had a mistress in New York whom she came all the way from Hollywood to see very often, and that Arvid had taken them both to the Bowl of Fairies and they had enjoyed it very much and wanted to go again and that he had also taken them to a much worse place in Harlem, and that Victor Gilbert had a very sweet young blonde lover now and seemed very happy and that Arvid had gone back to Norway and he thought he would go soon, too … .



The tone is high camp and the voice strangely infantile, and it is interesting to wonder what Eileen was supposed to make of these exhaust fumes of adolescent deviance. It is facile to say he was looking for a mother-figure in Eileen, but here he seems to be testing exactly how much his relationship with her could take. The love Fry demanded from her at this time was clearly almost unconditional, of the same order as that he had received from his parents. Something of the Goop inevitably remains: he is still flinging his oatmeal, but now at Eileen.


For her part, Eileen tolerated Fry’s showing off and the tantrums that went with it, because she so very much respected his intelligence. “I have always been proud,” she told him later, “that I could see in you at the age of twenty-one, when your occupations and preoccupations were all so foolish, that excellent and unprejudiced mind of yours, so carefully concealed at the time!” That was not to say Fry was ever diffident or desultory. The first time they went to bed together Eileen made a reference to a work of Rodin’s, and Fry replied with his usual brisk finality that the sculptor was sentimental and unworthy of attention. Eileen was hurt by his offhanded dismissal of her taste in art but she carefully remembered the remark and looked with fresh eyes at Rodin’s work. Finally, she changed her mind in deference to Fry’s opinion and never again spoke in Rodin’s favor, though the particular statue she referred to still held considerable appeal for her.

In any event the marriage achieved a balance very soon. Eileen loved her young and good-looking intellectual, and Fry, discovering he was allowed to be what he wanted to be around her, lost some of the showiness of his carefully crafted personality. In short, he loved her back. He respected Eileen’s superiority in certain areas and even allowed her to boss him about. According to friends, Fry had never been so relaxed, and never more consistently so than when he was with Eileen, whom he nicknamed, in a final flourish of infantile naughtiness, “Poo-Dog:”

The summer of Fry’s graduation from Harvard the couple moved to New York and had the triple good fortune to find an apartment on East Fifty-eighth Street, a job for him as assistant editor at Consumer Research magazine (dull, but it paid the rent), and a position as researcher at Time for Eileen. They knew they were lucky, and kept one eye on the ax until they watched it fall. The Depression was by now scouring from the American economy whatever scraps of nourishment had clung to it, and a double blow hit Fry in short order. First, he lost his job; then he lost his allowance when his father’s Wall Street brokerage firm collapsed. Finally the modest Fry fortune, like that of so many others, was swallowed up in the economic black hole. The couple couldn’t survive on what Eileen earned, and they were forced to leave New York.

Granville Hicks, the critic and writer, lent them his farm in Columbia County, north of New York City, where they lived on very thin rations. Fry claimed that at times all they had to eat was fried flour, and they huddled close for warmth on the freezing homestead. Because they were too poor to buy books, Eileen recited aloud the reams of poetry she had learned by heart. In spite of their affection, it must have been a cruel reminder to Fry of his childhood days, when in comfort and warmth his mother had read to him during his dreamy and fraudulent furloughs from school.


Fry’s father adapted to economic disaster by unashamedly transforming himself into the whistling local handyman, happy to leave behind him the fifty-mile-a-day commute to Manhattan. But Fry’s reclusive mother had been profoundly shaken by the financial and social reversals. To her natural antagonism for her rival, Eileen, was now added the distress of seeing her one safe place—the family home—threatened. She began paying frequent visits to Eileen and her son, and these would invariably turn ugly. Lilian wished to reclaim her one remaining valuable, and Eileen just as assertively refused to hand him over. There were fights between the two women, and the anguished phone calls from Lilian to her still-doting son continued. This put a terrible pressure on the young marriage, and luckily it was eased somewhat several months later when Fry landed a position teaching Latin at Wright Oral School in New York City. He disliked the job, but it kept their heads, and the relationship, above water that year.

Living with Eileen meant Fry did not have to spend all his energy maintaining the image he presented to the world, and during this difficult period his interest in politics continued to deepen. New York was by now a landscape of beggars and shanty camps, soup kitchens and unemployment lines. Like so many other young people, Fry and Eileen were fervent supporters of Franklin D. Roosevelt, to whose promise of a New Deal they clung. He was their only hope of transforming the desolate panorama of the Depression. At last, on January 20, 1933, Roosevelt was elected president, but by now Fry’s interests encompassed more than just the domestic scene. Less than two weeks later he was disturbed by the news that Adolf Hitler had become the new chancellor of Germany. Fascism was rearing its head in Europe, and for some reason—maybe, after Hotchkiss, he knew a bully when he saw one—Fry took Hitler’s ascendance as a personal omen.

At the end of the year, he enrolled as a student at Columbia University’s Graduate School of Political Science, and he also found a job as assistant editor at Scholastic magazine, which required him to write as well, and which he preferred to the Latin teaching of the year before. When Eileen found work teaching English for good pay at the Brearley School they could afford to return to Manhattan, and took an apartment on East Eleventh Street. It seemed like FDR’s election had been propitious. Little by little, the Depression was lifting, at least for Fry and his wife.

 


 


FRY’S WORK AT Scholastic went well, but in April 1935 he heard through friends that Quincy Howe was not only leaving his job as editor of the prestigious review of international affairs The Living Age, but had also been given
the responsibility for finding his own successor. Fry applied for the vacancy, and Howe offered him the job on the spot, with just one condition. Fry had never visited Germany, which was now being rapidly transformed by its energetic Nazi government. It was essential that the new editor have some firsthand experience of what was happening—because nobody in America seemed to know exactly what was going on there, except that some sort of trouble was brewing.

A few weeks earlier, on March 8, Hitler announced as a fait accompli that he had established an air force. The next weekend he followed this by revealing the German army was being increased to over half a million men, in thirty-six divisions. Both these moves were in direct contravention of the Treaty of Versailles, the list of punitive and frankly unfair conditions and reparations imposed by the victors on Germany after the end of the First World War. It had limited the German army to one fifth of its new size, but so far the only national leader who had objected to Hitler’s flagrant illegality was Mussolini.

Howe told Fry that if he agreed to tour Germany and find out what was happening, on the ground, the job was his when he got back to New York. Fry asked for some time to talk it over with his wife. Three weeks later, he was sailing to Europe for the second time in his life.




CHAPTER 3

SIGN OF THE TIMES

 


 



THE PRESS WAS WAITING for the German liner Bremen when it docked at New York, and questions were shouted at Varian Fry even as he stepped off the gangplank. He had filed his reports for the New York Times in the heat of anger right after the events occurred. He hadn’t expected, two weeks later, that interest would still be at such a pitch so many thousands of miles away. Fry repeated what Hanfstaengel had confirmed: that it was the brownshirts who had organized and provoked the bloody riot on the Kur-fürstendamm. When the reporters asked if it could happen again, Fry said, “Definitely—there is a feeling throughout Germany that a bloody purge of the Jews is imminent.”

Finally the reporters asked him what he meant by traveling back to the United States on a German ship, ignoring Roosevelt’s boycott of German goods and services. At this, Fry’s anger, easily piqued, flashed through his quotable reserve: “I don’t believe in the boycott,” he said. “Most Jews in Germany oppose it, too. They feel it hurts them more than it helps.” It seemed to Fry he had accidentally become an international spokesman; it was a good augury for when he began his new job as editor at The Living Age the following week. In typical fashion, he was going against the standard liberal line, because he knew the stark reality of life in Hitler’s Germany: if the country suffered from the boycott, Hitler would make sure the Jews were blamed, and he had seen the consequences of that.

Fry knuckled down to his new post and began immediately to editorialize on conditions in the Third Reich. He made good use of what he had discovered
during his two months there, letting his readers know quite plainly that Hitler’s aggressive foreign policy would lead to disaster. America had effectively withdrawn from the European sphere of influence after the First World War, leaving a power vacuum that with Britain it could have filled, helping to maintain and balance the peace. Now that very peace was under threat, and America’s response had been to grow even more fervently isolationist. Like Europe, America dreaded another conflict; unlike Europe, it was situated well away from the danger.

If Fry’s warnings failed to alert his compatriots to the need to halt Hitler immediately, the Führer himself helped reinforce this need by re-occupying the Rhineland in March 1936. This was a heavily industrialized territory annexed from Germany, as retribution, by the French after the last war. The troops Hitler sent to seize it back were poorly armed (in some cases unarmed) and heavily outnumbered by the French, Polish, and Czech forces garrisoned there. Such was the Allied antipathy to fighting, however, that they allowed in the German army without a shot being fired.

In truth, the Allies were spavined by their knowledge of how inequitable the Treaty of Versailles had been to the loser. Partly as a result of economic strangulation and national humiliation, Germany had undergone horrific turmoil, and every observer knew it had helped Hitler to rise to the surface. The Führer was everybody’s fault, and a bad conscience had finally led the other powers to begin to have sympathy for Germany at exactly the wrong time: when she was preparing her revenge. Britain, especially, felt that Germany should be granted relief from the fiscal and territorial restraints. While Fry had been in Germany in June of the previous year, Hitler had sent his roving ambassador, von Ribbentrop, to London. There he had successfully negotiated the re-expansion of the German navy. Britain’s misjudged foreign policy was also banking on Hitler being able to hold off the Bolshevik hordes in the East. It was certainly a part of what Hitler had in mind. But it was a shortsighted and lethal gamble to let him think that nobody was willing to oppose his aggressiveness.

The only man prepared to stand against the Nazis had been France’s foreign minister, Louis Barthou. He had been a man after Fry’s own heart, recommending stalwart resistance to Hitler’s provocations, while easing the terms of the Versailles Treaty and drawing Germany into a mutual defense pact. But he had been assassinated late in October the previous year, in the southern French city of Marseille. Since then, France had signed an alliance with Soviet Russia, infuriating the British and further agitating the Germans. In fact, this was the excuse Hitler gave for re-occupying the Rhineland: it was
only fair and equitable under the circumstances, he claimed, to consolidate Germany’s own territory. In a plebiscite three weeks later 98.8 percent of Germans showed they agreed with him.

Throughout this period, Fry in New York was a Cassandra uttering unwelcome prophecies to a largely unresponsive nation. He was enjoying the work at The Living Age, but in July, four months after Hitler had snatched back the Rhineland, the Fascist General Francisco Franco attacked the young Spanish republic, plunging the country into civil war. Fry knew now that he had to do something more than simply present his thoughts on paper. Practical measures were needed. As an astute political analyst, he saw how this new conflict was more than just Fascists fighting Communists. Mussolini was pouring men and materiel into Spain, and Hitler was also supporting Franco’s forces with elements of his new tank and air forces—blatantly using the Iberian peninsula as a war laboratory, testing weapons and tactics for what he was planning next. Fry noted the strategic element, looking at it from Hitler’s perspective: with a three-nation Fascist alliance, France would be caught in a stranglehold, and Hitler would be safe from Allied encirclement.

 


 


IT WAS IN New York that various bodies sprang up in support of the beleaguered Spanish Republic. These groups soon agreed, in spite of their differing ideological colorations, to come together in coalition. The North American Committee to Aid Spanish Democracy (the Spanish Aid Committee) was born, and Fry immediately offered his services. It should be said at this point that among left-wingers in America, Fry was developing a reputation as a fierce anti-Communist, even being called by some a red-baiter for his outspoken denunciations of Stalinism—for in this, as in his revelations concerning the true nature of Hitler’s regime, Fry was prophetic.

George Orwell wrote that Communism was the patriotism of the deracinated, of the uprooted and lost, but this might equally have been said of Fascism. By the thirties, in a century typified so far by giddy advance and calamitous upheaval, totalitarianism was gaining more and more adherents both to its left- and right-wing encampments. The numbers of card-carrying party members of either extreme may have been tiny outside Germany or Soviet Russia, but the general atmosphere of confrontation between one theory of living and its opposite was thickening. The ethos was one of religious fervor, certainty, and hatred. The thirties were not good years to be a staunch, grown-up, down-the-line democrat like Varian Fry.

While the left splintered into a hundred different sects and denominations, from mild socialism to anarchism to dead-eyed Stalinism, the capitalist right
tended to sympathize with Fascism, which at least purported to uphold traditional Western values, like profit. In short, capitalism and Christianity both felt safer with Hitler than Stalin. In condemning both Communism and Fascism, Fry made himself unpopular with both sets of supporters; ordinary right-wingers simply assumed he was a socialist and Communist sympathizer for his opposition to Hitler and his support of the Republican cause. Communists denounced him for failing to acknowledge Stalin’s essential saintliness and infallibility. Fry must have taken some comfort in the notion that if everyone is against you, then you must be doing something right. But in thirties America the suspicion that Fry was a Communist would return to plague him.

As a political independent, Fry proved an acceptable choice to the Spanish Aid Committee. He was put in charge of its public relations effort, which he happily accepted. But Fry was shrewd enough to bring in to help him a young man he had met through Eileen. Harold Oram had a brilliant mind and understood the mass media. He was perhaps one of the first true public relations geniuses, unafraid of such delicacies as putting a cash figure on people’s conscience and morality. Thus, Oram’s job was to raise money; Fry’s was to spend it. He was now a very busy man, and the executive responsibilities suited him. The perfect remedy for the anxiety that afflicted him in dull times was to keep moving and be actively involved in large issues. If the Spanish Civil War and Nazi anti-Semitism kept Fry’s indignation simmering, they also released in him the energy to be useful.

The mills of contradiction in Fry’s character ground exceedingly fine. If he was an aesthete and a spoiled child who would quibble over an extra twenty-five cents for a restaurant meal, he was also the same man who cared for the survival of justice on the other side of the world and donated a large portion of his salary to the causes he supported. At this time he was giving to the Birth Control League, the American Civil Liberties Union, and the American League Against War and Fascism, among other organizations. Eileen did not object; her commitment had probably inspired Fry in the first place, and her own passion for liberal causes equalled his own. In fact, Eileen devoted her free time to assisting Fry in his work for the Spanish Aid Committee. Their shared ideals and the work they undertook together formed a large part of the comfortable arrangement that, after the difficult financial times, they had arrived at in their marriage. By making it a thing more of public and less of private constituency, they had strengthened their relationship. All told, it was not a bad marriage, and they lived together as they worked, side by side.

Fry’s first real adversity with his fellow supporters came in January 1937, only five months after he had resigned from The Living Age to work full time
for the Spanish Aid Committee. At this period in history, the strategy of the Communist Party in America, not yet demonized and forced underground by Representative Martin Dies’s House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC), was to fight open battles for control wherever and in whatever body it had an interest. Fry opposed this wherever he found it, on two grounds. First, because he loathed the theoretical arrogance of Marxism and saw it as anathema to true and humane democracy: “Marx was a very intelligent man, and … he made a very important contribution to economics and politics, but he certainly did not write a book which was the open sesame to all knowledge for all future time.” Second, controlled from Moscow as they were, mentally if not materially, the Communists’ tactics were nearly always detrimental, or at lest self-defeating, to whatever local situations in which they involved themselves. And without fail, the Communists always involved themselves. You just sat back and waited for them to act.

Sure enough, a struggle soon began for control within the Spanish Aid Committee, with the anti-Communists led by Norman Thomas. Thomas, who had been the Socialist candidate in the past three presidential elections in the United States, asked Fry to be his spokesman. In this capacity, Fry was supposed to be speaking up for the moderates on the committee in the developing tug-of-war, but he put the case against the Communists if anything too forcefully, and alienated himself in characteristic fashion from the Socialists. By June, Fry had divested himself of all allies and been ejected from the committee. He was devastated: Fry thought he had been on the side of righteousness, but had been sacrificed to expediency.

What he had done wrong was to allow his ideals to get the better of him. Instead of attempting to fight a workable draw with the Communists that would have allowed the committee to continue to do its job (the Communists were there and that was that; there was no way a committee helping the Republican side in the Spanish Civil War could not contain them), Fry had the bit between his teeth and decided the Communists simply must go. He believed they would wreck the committee, and that there should be no negotiation. That sort of starkness, in its own way more radical than either of the opponents, succeeded only in forcing them to cooperate with each other. The committee lived on, but Fry had effectively made himself the burnt offering on the altar of compromise.

He could neither see the irony of this situation nor conceive of how the actual politicking in such an organization might be about anything less than absolute values. To the extent that he never wanted to play team sports, literally or otherwise, Fry had remained somewhat unsocialized. He had the outsider’s
overview, an ideal picture, which was impossible to impose on the gritty reality of political roughhousing. The gap between words and actions in other people’s outlooks had completely baffled him. Enemies and friends had made peace with each other at his expense, and it confused Fry profoundly. He felt betrayed, and his sentimentalism—that childhood inheritance that foreshortens emotions to either warm affection or tear-jerking stabs of self-pity—kicked in. This time it was the self-pity. His friends had deserted him, therefore friendship was empty and meaningless; with no friendship and therefore no loyalty in the world, there was no hope of change and no reason to do anything at all, except sit at home and brood about it.

This he did for over two months. And the more depressed and circular his brooding became, the more his natural reserve toward others turned to morbid suspicion. Prickliness became Fry’s defining way of presenting himself to the world. On the rare occasion a friend or colleague knocked on his door or dialed his telephone number, he or she was answered with an exasperated, “Yes, what is it?” He was once again the little prince, except that this time his kingdom had been stolen. He developed a hypochondria of the senses. The slightest noise was like a hammer blow to his ears, and he went to the lengths of putting a towel in the bathtub to stifle the drip of the faucet; he removed a chiming clock from the mantelpiece to the far end of the apartment; and he kept all the windows closed and curtains drawn to keep out the brutal, mocking sunlight, even during New York’s most stifling summer days.

Eileen was a practical woman, and she was less than impressed with her husband’s reaction. Her attempts to snap him out of his gloom of funk met with predictable antagonism. Fry would speak of how the anti-Fascist cause was weakened by the petty self-interest that had undermined him at the committee, and how this sort of shortsightedness effectively strengthened the Fascist position in Europe and speeded its advance. Eileen agreed with him, of course, but preaching to the converted was the last thing Fry needed to change his insular state of mind. She decided in practical fashion to forget about changing the world and, in a phrase of the time, to change worlds instead, at least in a small way. To this end, she rented a new apartment at 56 Irving Place, near Gramercy Park. It was a larger, lighter, and airier dwelling that she thought just might have the effect of blowing a little fresh air and ideas through her husband’s head.

Her tactic was one you might use with a child: changing apartments, the very act of filling and physically carrying boxes up and down stairs, short-circuits the self-consciousness required for a really effective sulk, and rejuvenates the body with the simple pleasures of movement and exertion. Installed
at the new address, Fry was more cheerful, at least for a while. He was beginning to slip back into his interior monologue when world events came to the rescue.

In July 1937, two months after a new, military-dominated government had come to power in Tokyo, the Japanese invaded northern China. On July 30 they occupied Tientsin, and then the capital, Peking, on August 8. Japan, like Nazi Germany, was autocratic, belligerent, and viciously racist toward its neighbors. Unlike Germany, it was an island nation, not a nearly landlocked one, but it had much the same economic problems. Like Germany, it lacked many of the resources needed for “autarky” (self-sufficiency). It prospered by the import of cheap raw materials and the subsequent export of finished goods to open and pliant markets.

In this sense, populous, resource-rich China was seen by Japan’s leaders as its milk cow; like their German counterparts, the Japanese saw a quicker route to wealth through conquest than through economic competition. Japan’s ambitions in China had been a source of bitter conflict since the First World War, when she had seized German interests there. During the twenties, China managed to pulverize herself without Japan’s intercession by suffering Chiang Kai-shek’s National Party (the Kuomintang) on the one hand, and on the other local warlords who sprang up in opposition after the liquidation of the last Manchu emperors. Then, in the late twenties, Mao Tse-tung arrived from Paris carrying the Communist gospel, and China rapidly descended into an ungovernable free-for-all.

The Japanese had first marched into China in September 1931, and began to dominate domestic politics in the north of the country. Like Germany later, Japan had been condemned by the League of Nations, and like Germany it suffered no practical consequences. As if to recognize their common cause and behavior, Japan withdrew from the League of Nations a month after Hitler became chancellor, and then signed an alliance with Germany, known as the Anti-Comintern Pact, in 1936. Prefiguring the consequences of Hitler’s invasion of Poland, Japan’s seizure of Peking provoked fighting a few days later in Shanghai, and the Japanese suddenly found they had a shooting war on their hands. It would last until August 1945, when the Americans obliterated Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

In July 1937, Japan’s actions meant two things for Fry. The events in the Far East were geographically distant from the arena of his consuming political interest, and took his mind off the painful personal events connected with the Spanish Aid Committee. Also, a little solipsism goes a long way: the feverish activity of his brooding mind had achieved a creative effect, in that he saw clearly how Japan’s military expansionism offered so many parallels to Nazi
Germany He quickly spotted a parable about what happens when aggression is appeased. That Japan’s actions were at this time more advanced than Germany’s suited Fry perfectly. He would write a book, he decided, and began it at once. His sense of moral outrage had found a new direction through which to flow, and he was galvanized with renewed energy.

The Foreign Policy Association, at 8 West Fortieth Street in New York, was the publisher of a series of pamphlets and books on “international problems of the day,” under the imprint, Headline Books. Fry approached the FPA with his proposal for War in China, and was met with delighted approval. A sign of his boomeranging mental state was the brief time he took to complete the manuscript: only four months later he handed it over, again to the delight of the staff at the FPA, who were impressed by its incisiveness and the quality of the writing. Fry was asked to overtake editorial responsibility for the whole Headline series.

In many ways this was his perfect job. As a position for an aesthete with expensive tastes, it paid well—thirty—five hundred dollars a year. What’s more, the post carried with it the metropolitan cachet of being in charge of a major research organization with innumerable political contacts at a time of growing international tension. Fry started to look back on the debacle at the Spanish Aid Committee as a mere triviality, and began to circulate within an expanding network of important people.

Fry’s renewed enthusiasm made the following year equally productive and rewarding. In addition to expanding the Headline Books list, he wrote two more of his own: The Good Neighbors, a brief history of the United States relationship with the countries of Latin America, and Bricks Without Mortar, in which he detailed and explained the development of international cooperation; and he wrote a pamphlet, the WarAtlas, that met with great acclaim. Fry also found the time to deliver paying lectures on what he was already calling, in 1938, the Second Great War. Cassandra-like, he was predicting its inevitability, and presently events hurried in quick succession to vindicate him.

In March German tanks rolled into Austria, to general celebration on the part of the Austrian public, which was even more enthusiastically Nazi in many respects than the German people. In the words of one writer, it was “clearly no national rape but a marriage in which the groom found himself overwhelmed by his bride’s enthusiasm.” A crowd of eighty thousand welcomed Hitler into Vienna following the Anschluss. It was an emotional occasion for him: he claimed he had received the gospel of anti-Semitism there in the early twenties. The response from the Allies was again apathetic. Although Anthony Eden resigned from the British cabinet, it took no subsequent diplomatic action; the French did nothing, and were in some quarters relieved to
witness the demise of independent Austria. Vienna opened up the vistas of southern Europe and the eastern Adriatic to Hitler, and after the Munich summit at the end of September, the Allied powers forgot their obligations to Czechoslovakia. In the interests of “peace in our time,” they handed Hitler the Sudetenland, a collar of territory around the western reaches of Czechoslovakia. It contained about three million “ethnic” Germans, and was a piece of land the Fiihrer coveted.

It was also the last territory to which the Third Reich had a semblance of a reasonable claim, and six months later, when Hitler occupied and dissolved the rest of the Czechoslovakian state, it was clear even to the most dilatory politicians of appeasement that German self-determination had gone too far. The seizure of Czechoslovakia had opened the high road to Hitler’s next target, Poland. From New York, Fry wryly observed his predictions validated yet again, and sat down to begin another book, The Peace That Failed. He knew Hitler’s next move would be catastrophic.




CHAPTER 4

SOME CALL IT WAR

 


 



PAUL HAGEN wasn’t his real name. Like many another individual, he had been forced to assume a new identity in the years following

Hitler’s seizure of power in Germany. Hagen was the advanced guard of a breed of refugee that America would before long come to know very well, and that Europe had already been acquainted with for the best part of a decade. The two things you noticed about Hagen—the two things Fry noticed—were that he looked like a boxer, with his heavy, forceful build and the powerful jaw, and that he also reminded you of a poet. It was in the eyes, their startling sadness; the saddest eyes Fry had ever seen. “He had a tragic face,” said Fry, “handsome but drawn, like the face of a man who has been through a long and terrible experience.” Hagen’s speech was urgent, compelling, as if the Gestapo were breaking down the door and something had to be done right now.

In 1935, when he first came to New York on a fund-raising trip, possibly passing Varian Fry on his way to Germany, Austrian Karl Frank was already Paul Hagen. He had come from Prague, where he had relocated his headquarters after Hitler became chancellor, and the Gestapo had begun in short order to hunt down every political opponent in the country. Frank still had family in Germany who he knew would be used as hostages if he kept up his political work, so in Czechoslovakia he assumed the identity of Hagen, and continued his effort to reorganize the Social Democratic opposition to the Nazis. The old politicians had revealed themselves as vacillatory and weak. His new falange, which he formed in 1930, was composed of active and idealistic
young German democrats and named Neu Beginnen, a fresh start, so to speak. Hagen was a man of fresh starts.

Like Fry’s, Hagen’s idealism had sometimes led him into avenues of eccentricity and self-sabotage. His political maturity had been hard-won, but his gambler’s love of personal gesture had not entirely left him. It had begun early in his life, when he was conscripted to fight in the Austrian army during the First World War. The first thing young Karl Frank did to express his loathing for the imperialist adventure was to foment an uprising among his fellow soldiers. But “the King makes war and the people die,” and Frank’s revolution fizzled out. So the youthful conscript wrote directly to Emperor Franz Joseph demanding his abdication, and compounded this literary attempt at suicide by proudly showing his commanding officer the treasonous letter.

Luckily, this occurred just at the end of the war; had it been any earlier, Karl Frank would have been court-martialed and executed by his own side. The experience of the Soviet Revolution passing from Lenin to Stalin and transforming itself to state terror had revised his extreme views, as it had for other revolutionaries of that generation (such as the Russian novelist Victor Serge, then a teenage terrorist in Paris). Frank, no longer a staunch Marxist, had mellowed into democratic socialism, and completed the reordering of his sentiments in the direction of humane liberalism. By now calling himself Paul Hagen, his one extreme of hatred was reserved for the Nazis.

In New York he had made contact with the distinguished theologian Reinhold Niebuhr, and Fry’s future friend Norman Thomas (later known as “the conscience of America”). Both were impressed by the shrewdness and energy of this man, no longer young, who was perhaps the most effective of the political leaders working to undermine Hitler in the thirties. While he was in the United States he also met and fell in love with a young American, Anna Caples. She followed Hagen to Prague, and two years later they returned to be married in New York. By this time, it was no longer “the good old days” in Germany that Fry had seen back in 1935. Matters were more serious, there were more refugees spread over Europe, and to the well informed the possibility of war was already looming large. While he was in New York for the second time, Hagen established an organization called the American Friends of German Freedom, and Reinhold Niebuhr agreed to act as its chairman.

After Germany swallowed Austria, Prague began to look unsafe in Hagen’s calm and experienced view. He quickly moved his base of operations to Paris, both recapitulating and predicting the travels of many other thousands of refugees from Hitler’s Reich. By 1938, Paris was crowded with German speakers, to the chagrin of the French, and after a few months Hagen transferred Neu Beginnen once again, this time to London. He found more sympathy
there, and the support of Sir Stafford Cripps and Patrick Gordon Walker, who would both later become cabinet ministers in the British government. Eventually, thanks to his wife’s American passport, Hagen completed his tour by landing once again at New York in time for Christmas 1939. There was no way back to Europe by this time; Hagen would stay in America forever.

 


 


IN THE SUMMER of 1939, Varian Fry took a brief trip to England. He returned to the United States a shocked and sobered man, having seen exactly how unprepared the British were for a war with Germany. In Europe there seemed to be a kind of schizophrenia, or at least a blind optimism, which dominated both politicians and policy—the maverick Winston Churchill an honorable exception. Everybody saw the inevitability of conflict, yet nobody was doing anything to prepare for it. Britain’s lackadaisical rearmament was taking two steps forward and one step back. Frantic shuttle diplomacy threw British officials into Germany at the Führer’s behest (for example, Neville Henderson, whose book on the subject, Failure of a Mission, Fry referred to as Mission of a Failure). It availed little, however, and matters had moved beyond crisis point. The brooding atmosphere was now revealed as the quiet before a storm.

On August 23, the Germans managed to surprise even Fry. It was announced that Hitler had signed a nonaggression pact with Stalin, and Fry knew what this meant. Hitler’s strategic problem was obtaining raw materials; these, Soviet Russia could supply in return for badly needed goods from Germany’s advanced, modern economy. The agreement between the two states, in addition to securing Germany’s eastern flank, signaled the removal of the last economic barrier obstructing Hitler’s military ambitions. The following week, just a day after Russia ratified the treaty, the Blitzkrieg on Poland was unleashed, and soon afterward most of Europe was at war.

Fry enjoyed a feeling of schadenfreude when he thought of all the distraught Communists left rudderless and humiliated by the fact that their leader had lain down with the arch devil. But he also appreciated what a master stroke of Hitler’s it had been: those on the right in Britain and France had not wanted to fight anyway, while those on the Marxist left were now dazed and silent, technically obliged to support the Nazi invasion of Poland. Hitler had with genius split his enemies in half and bludgeoned unconscious their fighting spirit before a shot was fired. His foreign sympathizers would have the upper hand against the Communist “fifth columnists,” and Allied defeatism would be exacerbated.

Fry reacted as he had done three years earlier at the outbreak of the Spanish
Civil War, now lost to General Franco’s Fascists. He again volunteered his services, this time to the American Friends of German Freedom. He was there when Hagen arrived from London, and was glad of an ally. The organization, to Hagen’s dismay as well as Fry’s, was already dissolving into the frustrating factionalism that the Spanish Aid Committee had suffered. This time there were one or two, like Fry, who thought the United States should do everything in its power, including waging war on Germany, to bring about Hitler’s downfall. Opposed to him were the American isolationists, who were in a large majority. This body of opinion, ironically represented by Fry’s old ally Norman Thomas, believed that every aid should be given to the refugees from Nazism, but also that the United States should on no account become directly involved.

Hagen, who knew the extent of Hitler’s ambitions, and what the democracies were up against, saw and argued that only the total commitment of all resources could stop the Nazis and their allies achieving dominion over the entire civilized world. In this he agreed with Fry that what was taking place was not just another nationalistic war. It was, as Fry said, a “world revolution,” in which the nature of humanity would either be upheld or hideously redefined. No country could abstain from the struggle unless it was prepared to forsake its moral right to call itself a civilized nation. Hagen and Fry, two quite isolated men, found a friend and soulmate in each other.

Throughout the spring of 1940, during the “Phoney War,” the Allied and German forces in Europe faced each other in uneasy quiet. In New York, Fry and Hagen were only a city block apart, Hagen at Fifth Avenue and East Forty-first Street, Fry at the Foreign Policy Association on West Fortieth. They would often meet for lunch at Fry’s favorite midtown restaurant, Child’s, and discuss the situation. Both men wanted badly to do something practical, but their ideas and recommendations fell on deaf ears. The isolationist mood of the United States, bolstered by the pronouncements of Senators Vandenberg and Taft, and from popular figures such as Charles Lindbergh—an open Nazi sympathizer—meant that it was difficult, in the absence of immediate crisis, to rouse even the American Friends of German Freedom to drastic action. Hagen’s call for America to declare war on Hitler was particularly inopportune, because he was “German” himself, easily seen as a citizen of a pariah state to whom no American would give a hearing.

In April, the British began to lay mines off the coast of Norway in an attempt to disrupt the supply of vital metal ores traveling from Scandinavia to Germany. It was an example of British overconfidence, and they paid the price when the Germans occupied both Denmark and Norway within twenty-four hours (although Hitler had been planning an invasion—Operation Weserübung—since February). This disastrous development showed once again how easily Germany’s armed forces could prevail, and further demoralized the Allies. In Denmark, there was hardly any fighting at all. An ultimatum was delivered by Hitler, and the weakly armed Danes gave in to it: “They took us by telephone,” said the Danish prime minister. The British landed in Norway in an attempt to drive the Germans out, but their expedition proved ill thought out and badly supplied. Britain barely managed to evacuate its own troops shortly afterward. Throughout all this, Fry’s dismay deepened.

The storm finally broke a fortnight later. On May 10, Holland was attacked, and fell in a mere five days. The British had been fooled into reinforcing Belgium, thinking that the Germans were following the same tactics they had in the First World War. While the Allies’ best troops poured north to the Belgian border, German armor rumbled unopposed through the Ardennes forest to the south, into France, sidestepping the supposedly impregnable “Maginot Line” of concrete and artillery defense fortresses along the French-German border.

A telephone call from Hagen on Thursday morning, May 16, summoned Fry to Child’s for an emergency meeting. Hagen was more agitated than usual. Much of the British army on the European continent, the “Expeditionary Force,” was now effectively encircled. With the Germans to the rear and south already, there was no way the Allies could maneuver. They were going to be pushed into a pocket on the coast. Fierce fighting was taking place in France, but it already looked like disaster. Hagen wanted to know what on earth was happening. Were they fighting Hitler with bows and arrows? Pulling faces at the German Panzer tanks? By now Fry was jaded. It was becoming almost tedious to be proved correct in his predictions time after time. What transpired from his discussion with Hagen, though, must have been refreshing for him, because it concerned a subject on which Hagen was undeniably far more expert.

Clearly, if events continued on their present course, and Europe was to be ground beneath the Nazi heel, then they would have to forget all their ideas about organizing opposition from America. There would be no way of contacting anybody inside the Nazi fortress that Europe would soon become. As a refugee from Hitler who had fled from one country to another, Hagen had a very detailed knowledge concerning what had happened in Austria, Czechoslovakia, and Poland and what was about to happen in Norway, Denmark, Holland, Belgium, and France.

The Nazis always had a list, he explained. Every person designated as an enemy of the Reich—politicians, labor activists, artists, novelists, poets, scientists,
musicians, journalists, intellectuals—every last dissenting voice, would be routinely hunted down by the Gestapo after the army had occupied a country, and either summarily executed or consigned to a slow death in a concentration camp. Since 1933, Europe had seen a group of highly qualified and talented refugees gradually increase. First, those who were able had run to Prague or Vienna or Basel. Later, those that could fled to Paris or Amsterdam, gathering new companions all the while.

Now, with France under imminent threat of being overrun by German forces, almost the entire active anti-Nazi population of occupied Europe found itself crammed into that chaotic and panic-stricken country. Paris was the bottleneck that had collected all the desperate, frightened fugitives from Hitler. Now, like millions of French people, they had taken to the road and were heading south, away from the enemy advance. If France fell to the Germans, said Hagen, those people would be doomed. The Nazis would be in a position literally to blow Europe’s brains out in a matter of weeks.

Fry’s immediate thought, when Hagen had completed his dire picture, was a good, American one—to raise money. With enough money, you could begin to bring endangered people out of Europe, one way or another. What came next was also Fry’s idea. Harold Oram, the PR wunderkind whom Fry had taken on as his assistant at the Spanish Aid Committee, was contacted. The two had remained on good terms and shared the same outlook. Oram was the man to turn to if you needed to raise a lot of hard cash fast. He had the best contacts and the most persuasive line in talk. He would be able to arrange something.

The trouble would be to find the refugees that needed saving, but Hagen had the answer to this. War brings chaos and confusion, but paradoxically, veteran wanderers suddenly find themselves in a position of advantage. Their years of experience in crossing borders and relocating, changing countries more often than shoes, as Bertolt Brecht said, meant they were both adaptable and adept in crises and emergencies that required a rapid response. By now, the refugees were nearly immune to shock, if not despair. They could still act to save themselves and at least get to where they could hope to escape. That’s where they would be found.

Then there was the “refugee telegraph,” which Hagen knew a lot about. It was the complex system of communication within the shifting refugee population that enabled messages to be passed from one area to another and one person to another by travelers, who would often be a third or fourth party. Every refugee would inevitably collect in his head or pocket a store of messages. Many of these might be for people he didn’t even know, but to whom he would be able to pass on an address, instruction, or piece of news, if a relevant
name was mentioned. The endless gossip among the displaced (many of them German Jews, the world’s best talkers) turned up endless items of information concerning the whereabouts of others, and constituted something like a “group-mind.” In other words, you need not specifically search for a refugee. Pass the name out, stay put, and sooner or later he would find you. Hagen’s second point was even simpler. The Gestapo had their list, of course; but with a little thought and consultation, it would not be beyond the arts of man to come up with a very similar list. They knew well enough who the Nazis’ enemies were, and those same enemies had friends and supporters in the United States. You could never possibly help everybody, but maybe a few could be rescued.

Harold Oram was summoned to Child’s restaurant, which was quickly turning into an unofficial headquarters. There, Hagen explained what he and Fry had in mind, and emphasized the urgent nature of the task they were asking him to undertake. Oram was a stocky, gruff man, always to the point and no-nonsense. His attire emphasized this: there was no thought given to style, only to the merest practicality of being decent, and his cheapish suit made him look like a ward-heeling politician. He was, though, a passionate idealist first and foremost. The career in networking and fund-raising at which he excelled was chosen only because Oram realized that to get things done, you needed money, or else your idealism was useless.

Oram wanted to know what they proposed to do with any money he managed to secure: people would not readily give away their dollars without knowing the exact purpose. Of course, at this stage that was a question it was difficult to answer. They agreed to say simply that funds were badly needed to help European intellectuals escape the Nazis, a broad and specific program. Oram suggested a fancy luncheon might be the best bet, but that some weighty names and a headline speaker would have to be roped in to attract an audience and the necessary publicity. In the thirties and forties, the radio stars in America were hugely popular personalities, far bigger attractions than today’s television stars. Only movie idols were comparable, and they did not have the right appeal for the liberal- and artistic-minded crowd that would have to be gathered for this project. The most serious radio voice was obvious: Raymond Gram Swing, one of the biggest stars of the day. Oram reckoned he could get to him.

Other distinguished guests for the head table would still be needed, though, and this was left up to Hagen and Fry, using their own contacts and influence, to organize. Each had plenty of ideas, and set to the task straight away. Time was of the essence: each day brought the German armies nearer to Paris and the Allies closer to defeat. Once the battle was concluded, there
would be no way to rescue anybody. Oram said he would take either eighty dollars or 10 percent of the money raised at the luncheon for his fee—he was a businessman, after all, but he was offering them a way to pay him very little for his efforts. Fry, Hagen, and his wife, Anna, and Eileen talked on after Oram left. By the end of the afternoon there was a list of ten names they all agreed would add luster to any occasion.

Reinhold Niebuhr, Hagen’s collaborator and the chairman of the American Friends of German Freedom, obviously headed the list. He carried with him great dignity and a truly international reputation. There was Dr. Charles Seymour, president of Yale; Dr. Robert Hutchins, president of the University of Chicago; Dorothy Thompson, the first female foreign correspondent in the United States, ex-wife of Nobel Prize winner Sinclair Lewis, and a woman with the honor of being thrown out of Germany by the Nazis after she had lampooned Hitler in her account of an interview with him; Dr. William Allen Neilson, president of Smith College; Elmer Davis, the radio commentator; Mrs. Emmons Blaine, the philanthropist; Dr. George Schuster, the president of Hunter College; Dr. Alvin Johnson, head of the New School for Social Research in New York, an institution already known for employing German anti-Nazi intellectuals; and Dr. Frank Kingdon, the British-born, high-profile Methodist minister, author, and president of Newark University.

Hagen and Fry agreed on a date and a location: June 25 at the Commodore Hotel. Fry set about ringing the ten dignitaries on the list. One by one, they all accepted without hesitation. Frank Kingdon agreed to act as chairman of the proceedings, and soon after, Harold Oram called with the news that Raymond Gram Swing had also agreed. Now their task was to talk to those who would know the names of famous refugees who needed to be saved from the Gestapo, so that there would be a recognizable roll call at the Commodore. They went straight back to the telephone, working fast. Not fast enough, though. The news that Belgium had surrendered came through, and with the British and French armies encircled, it looked as if soon all their efforts would be in vain.

 


 


BY THE BEGINNING of June even Fry had to admit his shock at the way the Allied defense had collapsed. The British were surrounded at the coastal town of Dunkirk, the troops helpless on the beach under withering fire from the Germans. It looked as if the war would be over as quickly as it had begun, until suddenly, incredibly, deliverance came from the sea. Ships and boats of every size and description, from trawlers to pleasure craft, appeared over the horizon in the English Channel, and for days the motley fleet hove to in the
shallows of Dunkirk, loading aboard the exhausted and demoralized soldiers. Under incessant attack from the Luftwaffe and from artillery bombardment, the hundreds of small boats plied back and forth across the water, and eventually the great majority of the British army was brought safely back home. “OUT OF THE JAWS OF DEATH,” proclaimed the headline in the London Times on June 5; but if it was a miracle, it was certainly no victory.

Four days later, with the Germans approaching Paris, the French government decamped for the town of Tours, in such a state of panic that the Great Seals of State, without which no law could be enacted, were left behind. It was an omen of things to come. That evening, Italy announced it was entering the war, and Roosevelt responded to this blatant opportunism by announcing, in a speech at the University of Virginia, that “the hand that held the dagger has plunged it into the back of its neighbor.” The crumbling French army was in no fit state to defend all its borders, but Mussolini’s troops attempting to occupy the coast of the French Riviera still met with stiff opposition.

On Saturday morning, June 15, the news that Fry had been dreading was announced in the New York Times. “GERMANS OCCUPY PARIS,” ran the headline, with the graphic subhead a little farther down the page: “REICH TANKS CLANK IN THE CHAMPS-ELYSEE.” The next few days saw the battle turn into a rout. French soldiers began to lay down their arms, or wait in cafés and restaurants until puzzled German troops arrived to take them prisoner. The French government, like its army and its people, was coming apart at the seams. It fled Tours for Bordeaux, farther south, and the Premier, Reynaud, resigned. He was replaced by the nearest thing the French had to a national hero, Marshal Philippe Pétain, until recently France’s ambassador to Franco’s Spain. He was the commander who had turned back the enemy after the bloody stalemate at the battle of Verdun in the First World War. Then he had stood firm against the Germans. Now, Pétain was a doddering old reactionary, and he never had been a politician. He immediately set about suing for peace with Hitler, and so punched what wind was left out of the French forces. On June 18, Hitler and Mussolini met to discuss how they would divide up the spoils.

The shock of the French defeat was resonating around what was left of the free world. This was not Czechoslovakia or even Poland; France was not some dubious eastern territory no American had visited and would probably never want to. France meant Paris, home of the arts and democracy, cradle of the revolution, the spiritual sister of the United States. For the heartland of civilization to give up the ghost so quickly seemed to say that there had been nothing to defend, or nothing worth defending. Varian Fry could hardly contemplate it. Meanwhile the event at the Commodore Hotel was less than a
week away, and now more than ever it looked as if the project was to be rendered purposeless. Both Fry and Hagen spent a tense week scanning the newspapers for any sliver of information that might give a sign that the massive steel door that was clanging shut on Europe had been left even slightly ajar.

On Wednesday the New York Times announced “AXIS CHIEFS TO SET TERMS TO CRUSH FRANCE,” but those terms were not spelled out, and the tantalizing wait continued. Two days later, on Friday, June 21, the headline read, “FRANCE GETS TERMS AT COMPIEGNE TODAY.” But still all Hagen and Fry could do was speculate. On Saturday came the unsurprising announcement, “HITLER DEMANDS FULL FRENCH SURRENDER,” followed by the equally predictable news the next day that the French had signed what amounted to an abject, unconditional capitulation.

Forty French divisions and an entire British army had simply dissolved in the face of a determined aggressor. In an unprecedented military collapse, the very idea of freedom and democracy seemed to have been squandered, willingly handed over to the Nazis. On the other hand, one hundred thousand French soldiers had died in six weeks, twice the casualties the United States would suffer in nine years of involvement in Vietnam. But it seemed to have made no difference. Hitler had the whip hand, and Fry waited to see what he would demand. The Commodore luncheon was a mere forty-eight hours away.

 


 


ON MONDAY MORNING Fry practically sprinted to his office with a copy of the New York Times. He had registered the latest headline in a split second, and hadn’t stopped to read on. All he could think of was to get to a phone and call Hagen right away. As he dropped the newspaper on the desk and began to dial, it unfolded to reveal a headline and a large map that was spread across three columns near the top of the front page. In it, France appeared to have been snipped in half by a drunken hand. A heavy black line undulated from a point near Geneva on the eastern border with Switzerland, all the way to Tours in the west. From there it turned sharply southward, leaving a corridor of land between it and the Atlantic coast, until the black line reached St. Jean Pied de Port at the Spanish border. It seemed roughly to mark the extent of the German advance. Fry couldn’t believe it. The headline ran, “NAZI SHADOW FALLS ON HALF OF FRANCE.

Soon, he was back at Child’s restaurant, awaiting Hagen’s arrival. Fry tried to read the articles spread all over the front page, reporting the fate of France’s large navy and the demobilization of its army, but his eyes kept being
drawn back to the map. Mentally, he kept up a mantra that amended the headline: the Nazi shadow falls on only half of France. A back door to Europe had been left ajar, after all.

Hagen soon convinced Fry that the headline, and the map, really were too good to be true. The translation of the armistice agreement was spelled out, with its many terms and conditions, and he directed Fry’s attention to the nineteenth article. “The French Government,” it ran, “is obliged to surrender on demand all Germans named by the German Government in France as well as in French possessions, colonies, protectorate territories and mandates.” There was a similar clause in the Italian document. If Germany had left the southern half of France unoccupied, it did not mean that unoccupied France was free. Hagen knew well how the Nazis worked: they would let the French do their dirty work for them, and act as a surrogate Gestapo in rounding up whatever enemies were wanted back in Berlin. “Surrender on demand” meant exactly what it said, and there would be plenty of demands very quickly. Once again, time was of the essence. The endangered refugees might not yet be in the hands of the Nazis, but if the French authorities had hold of them, they were nearly as good as. The only remaining hope was speedily to take advantage of the confusion and disorganization following the French defeat. If they were able to contact the refugees, they might be able to help them out of Europe before the net was pulled tight. Luncheon at the Commodore was now less than a day away.
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