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Summary 

Arno Motulsky, 89 years old, a passenger on the SS St. Louis in 1939, responds to questions 
regarding the events surrounding it.  He has been a professor of Medicine and Genome Sciences 
at the University of Washington since 1953.  He was born in Ostpreussen, a small town in East 
Prussia, Germany.  After four years of public schooling, Arno attended a Gymnasium in 
Konigsberg which he reached by a one-hour train ride.  There was little interaction between 
Jewish students and non-Jewish students especially as the non-Jews joined the Hitler youth 
movement.  On April 1, 1933 all Jewish stores were boycotted including his parents store.   
Therefore, his parents decided to give up their store and move to Hamburg which was closer to 
the water where shipping and consulates were located.  Arno attended an Orthodox Jewish 
school in Hamburg where he studied Hebrew and was placed in a Talmud (oral Jewish law) class 
but had to be placed in a lower level class.  His father had a brother in Chicago and left early for 
America by himself as he had various problems. Arno joined Habonim, a Zionist Youth 
Movement at his school with the goal to go to Palestine.  Arno was not accepted by Youth 
Aliyah for the voyage as he had rheumatic fever.  Therefore, he ended up in the US.  The 
Hamburg Shipping Line had a ship for 1,000 passengers to Cuba, arranged landing permits and 
the passengers were required to pay for a return ticket.  They left Hamburg for a two and 
one/half weeks trip on the St. Louis for Cuba where they were to get off and await a visa for the 
US.  Arno took the ship with his mother and younger brother and sister. The Captain (Schroeder) 
ordered the crew to treat the Jews like any other passenger. When the boat arrived in Havana, 
they were not let off and the Havana newspaper came aboard.  Arno and a friend knew Spanish 
translated the newspaper for the German/Jews.   At that time the idea of being killed did not 
enter his mind but much later he learned the realty of the concentration camps.  The Captain was 
ordered to go north to Germany but first he had the ship get close to Miami where the US Coast 
Guard sent planes to chase the ship away. Negotiations went on with the American government, 
with Mrs. Roosevelt and with the Canadian government but they did not want the Jews so the 
ship went north. Most of the passengers had US visas so expected to enter the US.  His father 
was in Cuba and hired a small boat and they could wave but they could not communicate.  
Roosevelt would have had to go against the people in the State Department and the widespread 
anti-Semitism partly by Father Coughlin to permit the Jews in.  He had to take into consideration 
that he needed to get re-elected.  There was tremendous relief by the passengers that they did not 
have to go to Germany as went to Belgium, Holland, France and England, countries with no 
Nazis.  Arno attended a French high school in Belgium until he was almost 17.  Then the 
Germans attacked and he was arrested as an enemy alien as he was German and placed together 
with Nazi Germans in a cattle car.  He was sent to France to an internment camp where there was 
little to eat and drink. The Germans advanced and they were taken to a camp near the border 
with Spain and the Mediterranean which had little food and a typhoid epidemic. Arno was angry 
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towards the US but as a child he could not do anything. He already had a visa for America but it 
was only good for four months. Arno was lucky that Vichy France wanted to get rid of the Jews 
and allowed him to take a bus to Marseilles where he went to the American Consulate to get his 
visa renewed.  His father was in Chicago which helped the process.  Arno took a Portuguese ship 
to the US and lived with his father.  He received a scholarship to the Chicago Central YMCA 
College which had evening and Saturday courses and obtained a job in a Jewish hospital as an 
Assistant Helper in the Research Neurobiology Lab.  After three years, he was accepted into the 
University of Illinois Medical School in Chicago and the Army Specialized Training Program 
which paid his tuition.  Arno had an internship at Michael Reese Hospital.  His family was 
allowed to pack articles like beds and clothes into Lifts which they sent to Antwerp so his mother 
sold their belongings to survive. Belgium friends obtained fake papers for them to take a train to 
Vichy France to the Swiss border.  Arno is very interested in the cultural well-being of Israel and 
hopes for changes there for more peace.  He thinks he survived largely due to luck and ability to 
adjust, to work hard, and to study and learn well.  He gets along with his German colleagues and 
the co-author of his book was German.  He feels strongly and happy about being American as it 
is a Democratic country and has more good than bad things. 
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