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150 YEARS FIGHTING FOR MORE HUMANITY IN WAR 

20 April 1942, the first time in the... 

F 
irst-ish, anyway | Officially, 

the ICRC’s first visit to pris-

oners on American soil 

took place on 20 April 1942, when 

the head of the ICRC’s delegation 

in the United States, Marc Peter, 

visited civilian internees at Fort 

Meade, in Maryland. Unofficially, 

however, Peter had already in-

spected the Ellis Island immigra-

tion station, near New York City, in 

March. Ellis Island held so-called 

enemy aliens who had been arrest-

ed by federal law enforcement. 

Because stays on the island were 

generally brief, Peter didn’t see the 

use in writing a report on his visit, 

although he did send a telegram to 

the ICRC. On 6 April Peter visited 

the East Boston immigration sta-

tion, in Massachusetts, where he 

encountered a couple dozen Ger-

man, Italian and Japanese citizens 

who would later be either released 

or transferred to an official intern-

ment camp. Peter said nothing of 

that visit. 

T 
he    

Germans 

keep out 

the rain, the Ital-

ians complain | 

And so, because 

the first report is 

from Fort Meade, 

it is there that marks the start of 

the ICRC’s work on behalf of de-

tainees in the United States. The 

camp housed a few hundred civil-

ian internees in tents, mostly Ger-

mans but also Italians and Japa-

nese. While the Germans and the 

Italians lived together, the Japa-

nese were held separately. The 

German internees didn’t cause any 

trouble for the American military 

personnel in charge – true, some 

gave the Nazi salute when they 

first arrived at the camp, but once 

they were told it was forbidden, 

they followed orders. The Germans 

also took charge of fixing up their 

tents. This was in contrast to the 

Italian internees, who, as the 

guards told it, were much less 

“industrious”: they complained 

that their tents let in the wind and 

the rain without doing anything 

about it themselves. They also 

claimed that Americans interned in 

Italy (because of reprisals) were 

much luckier than they were.  

■ IME, DPM & DGON 

The original report ... 
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List of Japanese civilian internees 
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… and an excerpt from the official one 


