
What did Refugees Need to Obtain a
US Visa in the 1930s?

As the Nazi regime’s attacks intensified in the late 1930s, hundreds of thousands
of Jews in Germany tried to immigrate to the United States. To enter the United
States, each person needed an immigration visa stamped into his or her passport.

It was difficult to get the necessary papers to leave Germany, and US immigration
visas were difficult to obtain. The process could take years.
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EXPLORE THE SEVEN STEPS THAT WERE REQUIRED FOR THOSE SEEKING TO
IMMIGRATE TO THE UNITED STATES.

1 Register for the Waiting List

Between 1938-1941, US law allowed only
27,370 immigration visas per year to be
issued to people born in Germany or
Austria. If you wanted to present your
paperwork and be interviewed by the US
consulate in the hope of getting a visa,
you needed to register and join the
waiting list.

By 1938, you could expect to wait for at least
two years for a visa.

WAITING LIST REGISTRATION
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2 Gather Documents

While on the waiting list, you would gather all the documents you needed in order to
be ready when your turn came up. You had to go to many different government offices
and often pay fees to obtain these documents.

Some had expiration dates and you might have to renew them more than once.

VISA APPLICATION BIRTH CERTIFICATE

TAX DOCUMENT MEDICAL CLEARANCE

POLICE CERTIFICATE MILITARY DISCHARGE

INVENTORY LIST



3 Find American Financial Sponsor

You also needed to find an American financial sponsor, preferably a relative, since Nazi
Germany only allowed Jews to immigrate with a small amount of money and property.
That person had to collect and send documents promising to take responsibility for
you after you arrived in the United States. You would likely be able to communicate
with them only by sending letters, which could take weeks to arrive.

After September 1940, the US government required two sponsors.

RECOMMENDATION LETTER BANK LETTER

TAX RETURNS AFFIDAVIT

4 Buy a Ship Ticket

You needed to prove you had booked
passage out of Europe. Travel became
very difficult after World War II began in
September 1939—with ports closing down
and German submarines attacking ships
in the Atlantic Ocean.

Tickets were expensive, costing the modern-
day equivalent of thousands of dollars.

SHIP TICKET



5 Collect Transit Visas

You had to obtain stamps in your passport from all the countries you would need to
travel through to get to the ship’s port of departure. These stamps needed to be
collected in a specific order, and each cost money.

One mistake could send you back to the same government office many times.

TRANSIT VISA ENTRANCE VISA

LANDING PERMIT

6 Interview with the American Consulate

When your turn came up from the waiting list, you would be called to the US consulate
for an interview. The State Department official would carefully read all of your
paperwork to make sure you were financially stable, healthy, and would not be a threat
to US national security.

State Department officials often rejected applicants for economic or national security reasons, or
told them to return later with more documents. Many documents and transit stamps had
expiration dates, so errors could set you back months and cost a lot of money.



7 Acquire Visa and Journey to the United States

If you passed, the official would stamp a
visa in your passport. You would fill one
of the 27,370 quota slots available to
potential immigrants that year.

US VISA

LONG ODDS
Immigrating to the United States was a complicated, expensive process even
under the best of circumstances. Hundreds of thousands of people, most of them
Jewish refugees, applied at American consulates in Europe but were unable to
immigrate. Many of them became trapped in Nazi-occupied territory and were
murdered in the Holocaust.
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