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Overview
REFUGEE by Alan Gratz masterfully weaves together the harrowing stories of three young
protagonists, each fleeing their homeland in different eras due to war, persecution, or political
unrest. Josef Landau, a Jewish boy, escapes Nazi Germany in 1938 aboard the MS St. Louis,
seeking refuge in Cuba. Isabel Fernandez, a Cuban girl, embarks on a perilous journey across the
Florida Straits in 1994 on a makeshift raft, desperate for freedom in the United States. Mahmoud
Bishara, a Syrian boy, flees the civil war in Aleppo in 2015, undertaking a dangerous trek across
Europe to reach Germany. The novel alternates between their narratives, highlighting the
universal struggles, dangers, and profound losses faced by refugees across time.

The book powerfully humanizes the often-abstract concept of a refugee crisis by immersing
readers in the personal experiences of these children and their families. It exposes the brutal
realities of displacement, from the immediate threats of violence and starvation to the emotional
toll of leaving everything behind and the often-unwelcoming reception in new lands. Gratz
meticulously researches historical events, grounding each story in authentic details that
underscore the timeless and cyclical nature of forced migration and the desperate search for
safety and dignity.

Ultimately, "REFUGEE" is a testament to the resilience of the human spirit and the enduring hope
for a better future. The novel culminates in a poignant and unexpected connection between the
three stories, revealing how their paths intersect and the lasting impact of their decisions and
sacrifices. It serves as a powerful call for empathy and understanding, urging readers to
recognize the shared humanity of those who are forced to seek refuge and to consider the
profound responsibility societies have towards them.

Key Takeaways
• Refugee crises are not new; people have been forced to flee their homes throughout history
due to war and persecution.

• The journey to safety for refugees is often perilous, involving immense physical and
emotional hardship and loss.

• Even in the darkest times, acts of kindness and human connection can offer crucial hope and
support.

• The decisions made by individuals and governments have profound, life-altering
consequences for refugees.
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• Empathy and understanding are essential for comprehending the complex experiences of
those seeking refuge.

• The search for a safe home and a better future is a universal human desire, regardless of
origin or circumstance.

• The impact of displacement can resonate through generations, connecting families and
histories in unexpected ways.

Chapter Summaries
Josef's Escape from Nazi Germany

Josef Landau, a Jewish boy, and his family flee Germany in 1938 after his father is released from a
concentration camp. They board the MS St. Louis, a ship bound for Cuba, hoping for freedom
and safety from Nazi persecution. Their journey is filled with a fragile sense of hope, but also the
constant threat of anti-Semitism and the looming uncertainty of their destination, as many
countries are unwilling to accept Jewish refugees.

Isabel's Flight from Cuba

In 1994, during the "Malecónazo" riots, twelve-year-old Isabel Fernandez and her family, along
with their neighbors, build a makeshift raft to escape Cuba. They are desperate to reach the
United States and escape the oppressive Castro regime and severe food shortages. Their
perilous journey across the Florida Straits is fraught with dangers like storms, sharks, and the
constant fear of being intercepted by the U.S. Coast Guard, risking their lives for a chance at
freedom.

Mahmoud's Journey from Syria

In 2015, Mahmoud Bishara and his family are forced to abandon their home in Aleppo, Syria,
after it is destroyed by a missile. They embark on a long and dangerous trek through war-torn
lands, across Turkey, and then by overcrowded, unsafe boats to Greece. Their goal is to reach
Germany, facing smugglers, hostile borders, and the indifference of many they encounter, all
while trying to maintain their humanity and find a safe haven.

The Perils of the Sea

Both Josef's and Isabel's families face immense challenges at sea. Josef's family is trapped on the
MS St. Louis as it is denied entry by Cuba, the U.S., and Canada, forcing them back towards
Europe and the rising Nazi threat. Isabel's family battles the elements, hunger, and the loss of
loved ones on their flimsy raft, highlighting the desperate measures and sacrifices refugees
make to escape oppression and find a new life.


