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“It is my duty to describe something beyond the imagination of mankind.” 
 



In recent history, there have been few events that have truly tested the limits of what we believed mankind was capable of committing. The mass extermination of more than six million European Jews was one of those events. While in the seventy years since its conclusion, the Holocaust has become one of the most infamous events in recent history. This was not always the case. The above quotation, taken from a British report on the liberation of Bergen-Belsen in April of 1945, indicates the unimaginable nature of the Nazis’ Final Solution by the end of the Second World War. In the decades since 1945, overwhelming evidence and information have made the Holocaust arguably the most heavily studied event in history and possibly the most controversial debate that has arisen from this research, is why the allied nations did not try to stop the killings?


The Allies’ knowledge and consequent actions in response to the Final Solution are a continually controversial topic and one that historians have continued to pour years of research into examining. While there is the impression that, during the Second World War information on the state of affairs within Nazi occupied territory was a close kept secret, this was not the case. It can instead be shown that an enormous amount of information was made known to the Western Allies and that, by as early as 1942, the Allies were aware of Hitler’s ultimate plan for the Jews of Europe. Despite this information, the Allies made deliberate efforts to restrict the amount of information that was revealed to the general public, which resulted in a minimal response and no concerted effort on the part of the Allies to intervene and save Jewish lives.  This paper will show that Allied intelligence and knowledge of the Holocaust was both extensive and highly accurate. Therefore, the lack of action on the part of the Allies to stop the killings and save the Jews was not due to insufficient knowledge or resources but because there was a deliberate reluctance to act. 


The Allies’ knowledge of the Holocaust and their subsequent inaction in response is a topic of massive scope and, because of this, the confines of this paper and argument must be established. This paper will only examine the Western Allies, being Great Britain and the United States and their knowledge and intelligence on the Holocaust. Soviet knowledge and intelligence is far less documented and, as the Soviets did not generally share intelligence with the Western Allies, this will not be addressed. As well, this paper will only look at Allied intelligence of the treatment and killing of Jews during the years of the Final Solution, being roughly from 1941 to 1945. Finally, this paper will focus on Allied intelligence and information on the Holocaust, rather than the Allied forces’ experiences once liberating the concentration camps in the closing months of the war. 


Intelligence and the part it played in defining the events of the Second World War has become a topic of massive historical research in the decades since 1945. Nazi Germany’s aggressive expansion across mainland Europe in 1939 and 1940 was so rapid that a large portion of the continent became isolated and the flow of information became increasingly difficult to receive from within ‘fortress Europe’. However, while Nazi-controlled Europe was certainly a ‘fortress’ from a military standpoint, it was not as impregnable as was commonly believed and a vast amount of information was being released from within German-occupied territory throughout 1940-1945. Allied intelligence throughout the Second World War became steadily more effective and an enormous amount of raw information was being gathered through the Allied ULTRA decoding of German codes, most importantly the ENIGMA ciphers.
 


The degree to which information on the Holocaust was made available to the Allies and at what point in the war it was made available has been a greatly disputed topic of debate and research since 1945. The lack of action on the part of the Allies to the Final Solution seemed to imply that the Allies simply did not have knowledge about what was occurring within Nazi-occupied Europe. However, this belief is simply not true.  It can be shown that the Allies did have extensive and accurate knowledge, from very early in the war, about Hitler’s intentions to exterminate ethnic minorities.


In the years immediately leading up to the Holocaust, it should have been no surprise that the Nazis intended to adopt a policy of extermination. Nazi anti-Semitic doctrine was quite clear from various works at the time, most notably those of Victor Gollancz.
 As early as 1939, reports were reaching Britain that told of mass shootings of Jews in Polish towns by the Nazis, as well as reports that the Munich newspaper, the Weltkampf, called for the “entire annihilation of Polish Jewry.”
 Further reports of mass famine and Jewish ‘resettlement’ in the East were reaching the Allies throughout 1940 and 1941, largely through reports sent from the Polish underground to the Polish government-in-exile in London.
 The British newspaper The Daily Telegraph printed photographs that clearly showed Jewish women wearing the infamous yellow Star of David on their clothing.
 Further reports of the mass murder of Jews were steadily being intercepted by the Allies, particularly from the British reading German police ciphers and reports from the Einsatzgruppen in the east. Such reports mentioned numerous mass shootings in the east during the opening weeks of Operation Barbarossa in the summer months of 1941.
 


However, the systematic mass extermination of Europe’s Jewish populations did not fully begin until 1942, when the exact details and methods of the Final Solution were fully implemented. On January 20th, 1942 the infamous Wannsee Conference was held, after which the ultimate fate of Europe’s Jews was officially set into motion.
 Almost immediately after this conference the Allies began to receive further knowledge of the mass extermination of Europe’s Jews. A British report, dated January 22nd, only two days after Wannsee, stated that “the Germans clearly pursue a policy of extermination against the Jews” and it even referenced a German state document which proclaimed that “the only things Jewish that will remain in Poland will be Jewish cemeteries.”


One of the earliest known reports of the mass killings of Jews in Eastern Europe was made known to the Western Allies almost immediately after the Wannsee Conference of January 1942. As early as December 1941 and January 1942 there were several unconfirmed reports being received from within Europe, most important of which were those from German novelist Thomas Mann.
 While Mann’s reports were not confirmed by Allied intelligence, they were soon followed by more accurate reports. 


By March 1942, a newspaper correspondent in Bratislava named Giuseppe Burzio received word that mass killings were taking place in the German occupied territories. Burzio passed the information along to the Jewish Socialist Party in occupied Poland, known as ‘the Bund’. The party subsequently wrote what would become known as the ‘Bund Report’, which was transmitted by radio to London.
 Within the Bund Report was information about numbers killed, with specific mention that over 700,000 people had been killed in the ‘East’.
 This figure was subsequently announced on the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) on June 2nd, 1942.
 A few weeks later on June 25th, the BBC broadcast further details of the Bund Report to the public, which included reference to mass killings in the gas chambers at Chelmno Extermination Camp.
 These broadcasts were followed up by articles printed in the British newspaper, the Daily Telegraph, which proclaimed in a large headline “Germans Murder 700,000 Jews in Poland.”
 Further reports published on June 27th and 30th and July 1st, 8th, 9th, and 10th, included more details and noted that, by July 1942, the number of Polish Jews killed was now over a million.
 


However, the Bund Report was not the only intelligence that was made available from an early point in the war. Throughout early 1942, reports were coming out of neutral countries which told of more mass killings in the East, including 120,000 Romanian Jews killed by April 1942 and a further 40,000 reported killed in Vilna on May 15th, 1942.
 Further reports were printed and made known to the public, even across the Atlantic.  The Montreal Star’s headline of July 1942, read “’Nazi Slaughterhouse’ - Germans Massacre a Million Jews in Extermination Drive.”
 As well, on June 27th, the exiled Polish Government in London issued a second ‘White Book’, which outlined further details of Nazi atrocities in occupied Poland.


While there were several reports coming out of Nazi Europe in early 1942 that confirmed mass killings, one of the most important resources, that presented the Allies with an idea of the true scope and final intentions of the Nazis’ plans, was the report provided by Dr. Gerhart Riegner. Riegner was a thirty-year-old representative of the World Jewish Congress in Geneva, Switzerland in 1942. From his posting, Riegner learned of plans for the mass, systematic extermination of all European Jews and his information was immediately passed along to the British Embassy in Bern. On August 8th, 1942 Riegner also sent telegraphs to Washington and New York City, which told of the mass deportation of Jewish populations and the Nazi plans for extermination.
 In one telegraph, Riegner noted that Hitler had boasted, “the total of the Jews living in Germany and German-occupied Europe… should be exterminated.”
 While other reports told of large numbers of deaths in the East, Riegner’s telegraphs attempted to convey to the Allies the ultimate goal of the Final Solution and place the killings in ‘continental terms’.
 The Riegner reports are viewed by many historians to be the first confirming reports of genocide in Europe.
 

As the Final Solution entered into its deadliest years of exterminations, between 1942 and 1944, the amount of intelligence that the Allies gathered similarly increased, accompanied by ever-growing evidence concerning the exact details of the Nazi atrocities. News reached London from the Polish underground, which mentioned transports of Jews being crammed into freight cars and sent to “special camps” at Sobibor, Belzec and Treblinka.
 Reports released in July 1942 and onwards began to frequently mention the use of poison gas by the Nazis, with some reports even specifying the name of the gas as ‘Zyklon B’.
 Throughout the war, Allied newspapers continually picked up transcripts from Nazi speeches that clearly articulated the Nazi policies toward Jewish extermination, including one report of Himmler stating that not a single Jew would be left in Europe.
 In September 1942 further reports were received of the gassing of Dutch Jews at Mauthausen Concentration Camp.
 By the end of 1942, there were further reports received by the British government and the U.S. State Department, which told that the number of Jewish dead in Europe had reached over 2 million.
 Historians have frequently cited these reports to illustrate the accuracy of Allied intelligence reports because, according to German records, the actual total of those killed by the end of 1942 was 1,875,549.
 

While in 1942, Allied knowledge of the Final Solution was primarily gathered through reports sent from within occupied Europe. However, by 1943, the Allies began to have the advantage in the war and, as a result, the scope of their information began to be overwhelming and it was becoming increasingly difficult to deny what was occurring in the East. While this paper is looking at the knowledge of the Western Allies, it is important to note that, as early as January 1943, after the Soviet victory at Stalingrad and the subsequent Soviet advance westward, the Soviets began to find first-hand evidence of the nature of the Nazi atrocities and mass exterminations.
 As 1943 progressed and the war was growing increasingly favourable for the Allies, intelligence on the Final Solution continued to flood into the intelligence services. By the end of 1943, British intelligence released reports that stated that ninety percent of the Jews in Poland had been killed, equaling approximately 3.3 million people.
 By the spring months of 1944, the Allies had estimated that the vast majority of Jews once living in Germany, Austria, Czechoslovakia, the Netherlands, Yugoslavia and Greece had all been killed.
 Later in the war, London received further reports of the Warsaw ghetto uprising and the continued Nazi atrocities in the east.


The Allies’ knowledge of the Holocaust became even more comprehensive and accurate once they began receiving information on the specific details of the Nazi killing apparatus, more specifically the actual concentration and extermination camps. It was initially believed that, due to the location and the secrecy of these camps, the Allies could not possibly have known what was going on within these facilities. While this argument is somewhat valid in the case of the extermination camps, such as Treblinka and Sobibor, from which there were almost no escapees to write such reports, the same cannot be said for the concentration camps.


Historical examinations into the Allies’ knowledge of the concentration camps have primarily focused on the amount of information known about Auschwitz, specifically Auschwtiz-Birkenau, which was the largest and arguably the most deadly of all the camps. Records show that the Allies were aware Auschwitz was a facility used within Nazi-occupied Poland since 1940, initially reading about the camp in reports from the exiled Polish government.
  By 1941, the British were decoding German railway reports, which told of large shipments of Jews being sent to Auschwitz.
 By 1942, the British were receiving an increasing number of reports from various Polish underground movements, which further detailed the activities that were taking place at Auschwitz.
 Such reports included information on the new crematoriums at Auschwitz, which were capable of disposing of more than three thousand bodies every day.
 The Allies even knew the locations of Auschwitz and other extermination camps by as early as 1942.
 In fact, the Allies even knew the exact names and ranks of the camps’ commanding officers.


By 1943, the information being delivered on Auschwitz gave evidence to the true scope of the Nazi atrocities, with reports in May 1943 stating that over 650,000 people had been killed at the camp.
 Correspondence between Allied leaders clearly proved that in 1944, the Allies were aware of the four gas chambers and crematoriums at Auschwitz and that these facilities were capable of disposing of as many as 60,000 bodies daily.
 However, for the Allies, the greatest source of highly detailed knowledge of the logistics of Auschwitz was the Vrba-Wetzler Report of May 1944, which was written from the extensive testimonies of two escapees from Auschwitz, Rudolf Vbra and Alfred Wetzler.
 The report included extensive information on the processing of transports at the camp, descriptions of the new gas chambers and crematoriums, the organization of the camp and estimates on the number of people killed by the spring of 1944.
 The death tolls were subsequently published in dozens of prominent newspapers, including the New York Times, Los Angeles Times, and Washington Star, all of which noted that between April 1942 and April 1944, 1.5 to 1.7 millions Jews had been murdered at Auschwitz.
 These reports were eventually followed up by actual aerial reconnaissance photography of the camp taken by the RAF throughout the summer of 1944. The photos taken during these months clearly revealed the layout of the camp, which not only showed the locations of the gas chambers and crematoriums, but actual transports of prisoners being visibly processed and taken to the gas chambers.
 


The level of intelligence gathered on Auschwitz and other camps has been shown to be extensive, even before the Allies had actual troops on the ground in mainland Europe. The reality of the nature of these concentration and extermination camps was made all the more evident by July of 1944, when Soviet forces allowed Western Allies’ correspondents to tour the recently liberated extermination camp at Majdanek.
 These reporters released reports in Time and Christian Century magazines, detailing the true horror of what was found at the camp.
 Indeed, by the latter half of 1944, there could be no doubt among the Allies as to the nature of what was to await them when they would eventually enter the German-occupied territories. 

In all, it is clear that the western Allies were very much aware that the Final Solution was taking place. It has been shown that the British and Americans had access to a vast amount of detailed and highly accurate information about both the numbers of people killed, as well as the exact details specifying how the Nazis were carrying out mass genocide in the East. It is therefore clear that the lack of response on the part of the Allies cannot be attributed to a lack of knowledge, but was instead the result of a policy of inaction that was adopted by Allied decision makers, in spite of the overwhelming evidence of mass genocide.  

Recent evidence and newly de-classified reports make it next to impossible to argue that the Allies did not know about the Holocaust. Indeed there was an extensive amount of accurate information provided to the Allies throughout the years of the Final Solution, which provided a clear justification for immediate action. However, while the Allies certainly knew of the mass extermination of Jews by the Nazis, it is how the Allies consequently responded to the information that has caused the greatest amount of debate and moral frustration among historians. This is because, despite knowing extensively of the Nazi atrocities, the Allies did little to respond and communicate this information to both policy makers and the general public. As historian Michael Marrus has noted, the Allies’ response to the Holocaust is one of “inaction, indifference and insensitivity.”
 


Many historians have made an effort to emphasize that one of the most important factors in explaining the Allied response to the Holocaust, was the western public’s understanding of the concept of ‘genocide’ at the time of the Second World War. Unlike in today’s world, the concept of genocide was not well understood in the 1940s.
 Apart from the mass killings in Armenia at the end of the First World War, the deliberate mass slaughter of a particular ethnic group was largely unknown to the general public. While news reports of killings in the East were viewed with concern, the majority of the Allied public did not place the killings within the larger scope of the Nazis’ ultimate plan.
 Marrus has noted that much of the Allies’ response to information of the Holocaust centred on the difference of “knowing” versus “believing” and this in many ways lay at the heart of the inaction.


In looking at the Allies, or more specifically British and American response to the intelligence on the Final Solution, it is really necessary to look at these two countries separately, as each responded quite differently and they rarely cooperated in joint-intelligence gathering on matters concerning the treatment of Jews in Europe.
 A perfect example of this division among the western Allies was the fact that the British passed along their intelligence on Auschwitz to the Soviets, rather than their American allies.
 

It is clear that Britain responded to the Holocaust with a higher degree of comprehension than the United States and it consequently showed a greater level of transparency when it came to sharing the information with the general public. As has already been noted, the British press was consistently diligent in relaying new information to the public. However, there was a wide range of information provided in the media. For example, historians have praised the Daily Telegraph for printing highly detailed and largely accurate reports, whereas more prominent papers such as The Times only printed short, rather general reports.
 However, in all, historians have largely praised the British press for trying to rally support for action among the public.


Furthermore, the British military intelligence apparatus by 1942/43 was vast, analyzing enormous amounts of raw information and passing it along to decision makers in London. These intelligence services included the Special Intelligence Service (SIS), the Special Operations Executive (SOE), the Security Service (MI5), as well as separate departments to assess intelligence gathered from military personnel versus civilians who had fled mainland Europe (MI9 and MI19) and finally aerial reconnaissance, which was undertaken by the Air Ministry.
 


However, despite the accurate intelligence gathered by the British intelligence community, the British Government was still delayed in responding to the Holocaust and formulating policies to react to the killings. This has largely been attributed to British Foreign Secretary, Sir Anthony Eden, who was directly responsible for developing British foreign policy. Eden has been criticized for deliberately stalling the British response, possibly because there are indications that Eden himself held somewhat anti-Semitic views. This is evident in various correspondence of Eden’s, such as a report written to Eden by a junior minister, which began “I am sorry to bother you about Jews.”
 As a result, any British attempts to officially respond to the killings were largely met with dispute and ultimate inaction. In the end, the only significant shift in British policy regarding the Jews was the securing of better refugee policies for those European Jews able to flee to safety.


In examining the Allied knowledge and response to the Final Solution, it is fair to argue that the United States did even less to communicate the information to its policy makers, military planners and the general public. Furthermore, it is clear that the United States did far less to generate a public response to the mass exterminations in Europe. Historians have heavily criticized U.S. policy makers such as Breckinridge Long and John McCloy for delaying any response to the Holocaust and hampering efforts to generate public support for action.
 For example, when the famous Riegner telegram was received in August 1942, the U.S. State Department did not assess the report and instead insisted on waiting for further verification of the claims made in the report.
 In fact, there was a continual skepticism and suspicion within the U.S. government as to the accuracy and credibility of many reports of the killings.
 It was not until November of 1942, that the State Department not only made efforts to verify the reports, but also to make limited information known to the general public.
 


Even when the information was made public, it received only minor attention from most American media and was once again met with great skepticism throughout 1943.
 By 1944, when the Vrba-Wetzler Report was released to the Allies, historians have criticized the American reaction for being “complacent” to the horrifying information.
 The disbelief of the American public during the Holocaust is most evident in examining the series of public opinion polls that were taken throughout 1943 and 1944. In a poll taken in January 1943, only 47% of those polled believed the reports of the mass killings were true and almost two years later in November 1944, 12% were still unconvinced. Furthermore, of those who did believe the reports, when asked to estimate the numbers of those killed by 1944, the vast majority believed it was less than 100,000.
 Even when exact death tolls were made available to the press, newspapers such as the New York Times did little to actually emphasize the magnitude of the figures. For example, a story printed on July 3rd, 1944 included a list the numbers of Jews killed from each European country, which when added together numbered almost 2 million. Despite the horrific information in the article, it was printed on page 3 of the paper.
  

American intelligence services, namely the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) did not possess the same capabilities as the British services by 1942/43 and consequently the Americans were less experienced in effectively utilizing and acting upon any intelligence obtained on the Final Solution.
 A key example of this was the U.S. State Department’s reaction to the Vrba-Wetzler Report. Rather than immediately assess and react to the information, the report was simply filed away for fifteen weeks.


Another crucial flaw in the American response to intelligence of the slaughter was the geographic barrier in communicating the information. The central theatre for U.S. intelligence gathering was actually in Britain but the majority of U.S. policies towards the Jews and potential responses to the Holocaust, were made in Washington. The Chief OSS agent stationed in Europe was Allen Dulles, the future director of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). Dulles repeatedly received detailed reports on the Nazi extermination camps in the East but he did not pass the reports along to Washington and thus policy makers and military leaders, who could have intervened, never saw the information.


At home, the general public of the United States made no large-scale efforts to pressure the American leaders into taking action. Historians such as Yeluda Bauer have placed some of the blame for inaction on various Jewish relief organizations in the United States for not utilizing their resources to pressure for intervention.
 Jewish leaders in the United States made no concerted effort to pressure the Allied governments into taking action and, in turn, there were no attempts made to generate Jewish or the general public’s demand for action.
 


In short, it is evident that the British and American response to the vast amount of information on the Final Solution was inadequate. The Allied Governments in many cases deliberately stalled the distribution of information to decision makers and the general public, which consequently limited the demand for action on the part of the Allies to stop the killings. 

It has been shown that the Allied knowledge of the Holocaust was extensive and accurate and yet, despite this, their response to evidence of genocide suggests that Allied leaders were reluctant to make a concerted effort to save the Jews of Europe. 

Throughout the war, the Allies argued that they simply were not in the strategic position or had the military resources to help the Jews. However, it is clear that there were continuous proposals for intervention presented to the Allies, all of which were ultimately rejected for reasons that have subsequently been scrutinized for their validity. 


After months of information being gathered on the Nazi atrocities, it was not until the end of 1942 that any of the Allied governments spoke out publically about the killings. On December 17th, 1942, the Allies issued an official statement condemning the actions of the Hitler and the Nazis. In a speech in the House of Commons, British Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden stated, “there could no longer be any doubt that the Germans are carrying into effect Hitler’s oft-repeated intention to exterminate the Jewish people of Europe.”
 Yet despite this being known by 1942, the Allies never attempted to intervene. 

In examining the possible Allied actions in response to the Holocaust, many options were initially suggested in the earlier years of the war. The most controversial and direct form of action, which the Allies could have under taken, would have been to bomb the concentration and extermination camps.  After initial reports of mass killings of Jews were made known to the general public, the British and American governments began to receive a variety of suggestions for action. One of the most extreme of these was the plea from 

Peter Bergson and the Hebrew Committee of National Liberation for the Allies to use poison gas in bombing against the German population in retaliation for the treatment of Europe’s Jews.
 

One of the only occasions when the Allies specifically discussed their policies regarding European Jews was the infamous Bermuda Conference of April 1943. At the Bermuda Conference, held between April 19th-30th, 1943, British and American policy makers attempted to create a unified policy on Jewish refugees and an Allied response to the slaughter of Jews in Europe.
 However, the transcripts of the conference have revealed that little was actually achieved through the conference and the Allies were no closer to intervening for the Jewish cause.
 While some ideas were proposed for possible prisoner exchanges for Jewish lives, as well as food drops and even pleas and negotiations with Hitler to release the Jews in Nazi-occupied territories, no final decisions were made.
 Historians have criticized the conference for its lack of action and its leaders’ inability to establish any real policies would have aided in the rescue of Jews from Europe.
 It is even clear that the Allied governments were aware of their failures at Bermuda and they consistently tried to suppress the amount of information released to the press about the outcomes of the conference.
 


In the months after Bermuda in November 1943, an American resolution was created to form an Allied commission with the specific task of establishing plans for immediate Allied action to save the surviving Jews in Europe.
 This would eventually lead to the creation of the War Refugee Board in January 1944. The War Refugee Board was the only Allied commission ever created to specifically deal with the treatment of Jews in Europe. While the creation of the board gave hope for action, the board was given very little support from the Roosevelt administration and the board’s budget was a meager $1.6 million.
 However, despite these limitations, many historians have credited the War Refugee Board for saving as many as 200,000 Jewish lives, although this number is highly disputed.
 Ultimately, Allied planners were given very strict limitations as to what could be done to rescue Jews and, in the end, the War Refugee Board was one of the only official actions taken by the Allied powers to help the Jews.
 

The largest and most heavily contested debate regarding Allied action to save the Jews is whether the Allies could have, and therefore should have, bombed the camps, most specifically Auschwitz. Historians such as Henry Feingold have continued to note that if the U.S. 1st Air Force had been allowed to bomb the camp in early 1944, then hundreds of thousands of Hungarian Jews could have been saved from the gas chambers.
 Examining whether the camps should have been bombed is an enormous moral debate and will never be conclusively settled. However, it is clear that, contrary to the belief of some, the Allies most certainly had the ability to bomb Auschwitz and the discussion of such an operation was the closest the Allies came to directly intervening in the Final Solution. 


It has already been noted that, by the summer of 1944, not only did the Allies have extensive knowledge and intelligence on Auschwitz but they also possessed the strategic capabilities to bomb the camp. Yet despite the overwhelming knowledge of the mass exterminations taking place, it is clear that Allied leaders still did not see the camp as a valid military target and they consistently rejected the endless stream of bombing proposals. 


In the United States, the U.S. Assistant Secretary of State of War, John McCloy continually doubted the feasibility of bombing Auschwitz. Throughout the summer months of 1944, the State Department received and subsequently rejected numerous requests from prominent American Jewish groups to bomb the camps.
 McCloy further rejected proposals to bomb the various railway lines leading to the camp, despite the immediate possibility of saving the transports of Hungarian Jews en-route to Auschwitz. The American leadership continued to emphasize that such an operation was “impracticable” and subsequently rejected major bombing proposals submitted on June 26th and July 4th, 1944, claiming the operation would cause an unnecessary diversion of Allied bombers that were being used for “decisive operations.”
 As well, American leaders argued against the proposed bombings, suggesting that bombing Auschwitz would “open floodgates” in demands for further action and bombing of camps at Majdanek, Treblinka, Sobibor, Belzec and Chelmno.
 In the end, the American leadership continued to maintain that the only option for the Allies to save the Jews was to end the war in Europe as quickly as possible.


While the British were similarly skeptical of the success of any bombing proposals, political correspondence and records show that prominent leaders such as Winston Churchill, Anthony Eden and Archibald Sinclair clearly hoped there was a potential for action. In one such letter, Eden informs Sinclair “I (Eden) very much hope that it will be possible to do something. I have the authority of the Prime Minister to say that he agrees.”
 It is evident that Churchill and many of the prominent political leaders were of the opinion that action should be taken, but it was actually the Royal Air Force commanders who were largely trying to undermine the proposals. In one letter written by Churchill himself, he tells Eden to “get anything out of the Air Force that you can and involve me if necessary.”
 It is therefore clear that, similar to in the United States, British military planners made consistent efforts to argue against the feasibility of a bombing raid and the ultimate justification for such an operation.  


However, it is clear that the arguments made by the Allies against the bombing were not valid reasons and such a bombing operation was perfectly within the abilities of the Allies by 1944. Official records have shown that the possibility of bombing Auschwitz was initially discussed by R.A.F High Command as early as January 1941.
 In these early years, these requests were refused because of the distance, as well as the need to concentrate air power against German military targets.
 However three years later, the strategic position of the Allies had improved dramatically and, with the massive Allied offensives in Europe and their air superiority in the skies over Germany, the bombing of Auschwitz would have been a straightforward operation. Arguments that Auschwitz was simply too far away for Allied bombers to reach were somewhat valid before 1944, as the trip was more than 1500 miles.
 However, after the successful Allied campaign in Italy and the capture of bomber air bases at Foggia and Brindisi, the long-range of the camp was no longer an issue.
 This is most evident in the fact that, throughout the summer of 1944, the 15th U.S. Air Force was heavily engaged in the Silesia region where the majority of the camps were located, with many missions resulting in Allied bombers flying almost directly over Auschwitz.
 As well, arguments were made that Allied aircraft could be shot down by aerial defenses around Auschwitz, but it has since been shown that by 1944, the camp at Birkenau had only three anti-aircraft batteries, making the risk for Allied losses minimal.


Ultimately, the most damaging reality to the argument against the feasibility of bombing Auschwitz is that, on four different occasions, August 20th, September 13th, and December 18th and 26th, 1944, American heavy bombers successfully carried out large scale, daylight raids on the I.G. Farben factory at the Monowitz complex, less than four kilometers from Auschwitz-Birkenau main camp.
 These raids were highly successful at accurately destroying the facilities at Monowitz, and they have since proven that bombing the camp could have been carried out by the Allies. The most powerful reminders of this reality are the photographs taken by the bombers, in which the bombs destined for Monowitz can been seen falling directly over the Birkenau camp, with the smoke of the functioning crematoriums clearly visible.
 Such clear evidence only once again confirms that the Allies had the ability to bomb the camp and potentially save an unknown number of lives and yet there was a deliberate reluctance to conduct an operation that would have had little risk to Allied lives or other military operations.  

Almost seventy years later, the atrocities that were carried out in the Holocaust are still difficult to fully comprehend. It was a similar situation for the Western Allies during the Second World War for, despite overwhelming evidence, the comprehension of the mass, systematic extermination of six million Jews seemed too horrific to be true. However, this paper has shown that the knowledge of these exterminations was made available to the Allies from very early on and as the years progressed, the level of detail and accuracy of Allied intelligence on the Final Solution became overwhelming. However despite this, it is clear that the Western Allies consistently failed to comprehend the scope of the atrocities, communicate this information to the public and ultimately respond and intervene. This failure to act and save Jewish lives was the result of consistent stalling and reluctance to commit on the part of Allies, who refused to utilize their resources to a cause which did not benefit their position in the war. 


In conclusion, the Allies’ actions to intervene in the Holocaust were essentially non-existent. As the director of the War Refugee Board stated, “what we did was little enough… late and little.”
 This statement was all too true and the lack of action on the part of the Allies allowed them to stand aside and be knowing bystanders to one of the largest mass murders in recent history.  
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