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For my dear friends the Künstlers
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“The Righteous Among the Nations”




A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another, even as I have loved you, that you also love one another. By this all men will know that you are My disciples.


—John 13:34–35 ASV






It would be an honor, for me, to give my life for God’s ancient people.


—Casper ten Boom, 1944






They are perhaps the sole rays of light in this dark era, the few whose consciences prevented them from being indifferent.




—Yad Vashem
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INTRODUCTION





Then the LORD said to Cain, “Where is Abel your brother?”


And he said, “I do not know. Am I my brother’s keeper?”


—Genesis 4:9 NASB





MANY DID NOTHING—EVEN though they called themselves Christians. Others joined the Nazis and supported the Shoah, or Holocaust—the dark, deadly storm that swept over Europe with the rise of Nazi Germany. In it more than six million Jewish men, women, and children perished, killed by starvation or illness, fatally tortured or beaten, shot by Nazi death squads, or executed in concentration camp gas chambers. Contrary to popular misconception, in many ways the Jews of Europe resisted the evil that befell them. Many Jewish leaders courageously protested the persecution before they were silenced. Countless numbers tried desperately to escape captivity. Others became resistance fighters or joined partisan bands. Some even tried to fight their way out of the gas chambers. Most, however, were women and children, often rendered helpless before the mighty force that overwhelmed them—but even they tried to resist. Every Jewish mother who gave her food ration to her child or shielded her infant’s eyes from looming destruction was a resister. And as the unimaginable horror of the Holocaust descended upon Europe, countless people who professed the name of Christ also refused to remain silent or inactive. Many risked everything to help rescue Jewish targets of Nazi tyranny. Some even made the ultimate sacrifice, faithfully fulfilling the words of Jesus: “Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.”


They ranged in personal faith from nominal believers to the devout. My Brother’s Keeper records the stories of thirty of them, all of whom have been honored by the State of Israel as “the Righteous Among the Nations.” In 1953 the Knesset—the Israeli national legislature—established Yad Vashem, Israel’s official memorial to the victims of the Holocaust, which is located on the Mount of Remembrance in Jerusalem. There people of diverse nationalities, races, and religions are memorialized by Yad Vashem for a common cause: they risked all to assist the Jews who were victims of the Shoah or Holocaust. Within their ranks were the Christians whose sacrifices are chronicled in this work, and whose lives personify Yad Vashem’s description of the Righteous Among the Nations: “In a world of total moral collapse there was a small minority who mustered extraordinary courage to uphold human values.… They are perhaps the sole rays of light in this dark era, the few whose consciences prevented them from being indifferent to the fate of the Jews.” One of the Christians whose story is recounted in this work likely spoke for all herein when he explained why he chose to risk everything to save a single Jewish life. “I know that when I stand before God on Judgment Day,” he said, “I shall not be asked the question posed to Cain—where were you when your brother’s blood was crying out to God?”















CHAPTER 1



FENG SHAN HO
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Riding triumphantly at the head of his motorcade, German Führer Adolf Hitler is saluted by crowds of admirers as he arrives in Vienna to claim Austria for Nazi Germany.


(CREDIT: DEUTSCHES BUNDESARCHIV)


 



“He saved us. It was a miracle.”


ADOLF HITLER STOOD erect in a gleaming convertible limousine as it rolled steadily through the broad, tree-lined avenues of Vienna, Austria. It was Monday, March 14, 1938. On both sides of Hitler’s parade route, held in check by helmeted German troops, exultant crowds of Austrian civilians packed the sidewalks, cheering, “Heil Hitler! Heil Hitler!” In the Austrian countryside far to the west, meanwhile, convoys of German tanks and trucks advanced deep into Austria from the German border. After scheming for years to engineer a German annexation or Anschluss of neighboring Austria, Hitler—the German Führer or dictator—had ordered a military invasion of Austria on the pretext of maintaining order—and had managed to conquer Austria without firing a shot. Now—with the joyful approval of many pro-German Austrians—Hitler had come to the capital city to claim his prize—the nation of Austria.1


At Vienna’s Heldenplatz—Heroes’ Square—more than two hundred thousand Austrians greeted the Führer as a triumphant conqueror, shouting their allegiance to the expanded Nazi state and waving miniature red-white-and-black flags bearing the spiderlike Nazi swastika. Attired in a khaki-colored German army uniform and an officer’s cap, Hitler dismounted from his limousine, responded to the ecstatic masses with a well-practiced salute, and strode confidently toward Hofburg Palace to deliver a victorious balcony speech beneath huge Nazi banners. As he proclaimed the benefits of wiping Austria off the map and converting it to a German province, the excited masses in Heroes’ Square roared their approval.2
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One who did not cheer, and who watched the spectacle with silent disapproval, was a Chinese diplomat, Dr. Feng Shan Ho, the first secretary of the Chinese embassy in Vienna. Ho had joined China’s diplomatic mission to Austria less than a year earlier, representing the Republic of China under Nationalist leader Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek. To Ho’s dismay the generalissimo admired Hitler, purchased arms for China from Nazi Germany, and had even sent one of his sons to Germany, where he had joined the Nazi army and was serving as a junior officer in the Austrian occupation. Despite China’s official friendship with Nazi Germany, Ho privately considered the Nazis to be “devils” and deeply distrusted Adolf Hitler. Observing the German Führer in person, Ho was unimpressed: Hitler, he concluded, was a “short little man” with a “ridiculous moustache” who behaved like “an unspeakable martinet.”3


Feng Shan Ho was a Chinese Christian. He was born in China’s Hunan Province in 1901. When he was seven years old his father died, leaving the family in desperate poverty. Lutheran missionaries from Norway who were ministering in Hunan Province provided critical assistance to Ho’s family and befriended the young boy. Eventually Ho professed faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, and began what would become a lifetime association with the Chinese Lutheran Church. Bright, determined, and compassionate, he attended Lutheran schools as a boy, and received a Western-style college education in China, graduating from Yale University through a Chinese extension program. Afterward he managed to travel to Germany to do postgraduate work at the University of Munich. In 1932 he graduated magna cum laude with a doctorate in political economics. It was while studying in Germany that Ho became a witness to Adolf Hitler’s remarkable rise to power.4


In the opening decade of the twentieth century, Hitler was a high school dropout and teenage loafer—a self-styled artist who evaded ordinary jobs to peddle his mediocre artworks on the streets of Vienna. Even though he was Austrian, he idolized neighboring Germany, and joined the German army in the First World War. As a German infantryman and corporal, he finally found a purpose in life—a fanatical devotion to Germany’s war effort. His zeal earned him an Iron Cross medal for boldly carrying military dispatches under fire, and he was deeply distressed when the war ended in a German surrender. Afterward, he joined a radical nationalistic workers’ party—and quickly displayed an extraordinary talent for political intrigue, mesmerizing speech-making, and ruthless leadership. He renamed the fledgling organization the National Socialist German Workers’ Party—the Nazis—organized a thuggish gang of storm troopers, and adopted the ancient swastika as the symbol of an anti-Semitic, Germanic master race.5


In 1923, amid the political turmoil of postwar Germany, Hitler bungled an attempt to transform a Munich beer hall rally into a fascist revolution and was convicted of treason. He spent eight months in prison, but it proved to be the experience that catapulted him to power. Incarcerated by the government in a comfortable prison suite, he had ample time to write a laborious autobiographical rant entitled Mein Kampf (My Struggle). It blamed Germany’s desperate postwar conditions on the war’s victors, the Communist Party, and Germany’s Jews. Unexpectedly it became a German best seller, and elevated Hitler to the national stage. It also became the bible for the Nazi Party.6


In the early 1930s, while Feng Shan Ho was studying in Munich, Hitler surprised Europe by emerging as dictator of a powerful, resurgent Germany. Except for his peculiar, riveting pale-blue eyes, Hitler was physically unimpressive, with a pallid complexion, slicked-down dark hair, and a faddish toothbrush mustache. He had developed his dramatic oratorical skills to a fever pitch, however, and could incite German audiences to ecstatic or angry frenzy. Funded by opportunistic industrialists and fueled by a diabolical but effective propaganda machine, Hitler’s Nazi Party won increasingly large blocs of seats in Germany’s parliament, the Reichstag, until Hitler attained the post of German chancellor. In 1933, when a suspicious fire ravaged the building housing the German national legislature, Hitler exploited public fears to obtain legislation granting him unprecedented power as chancellor. He then quickly and ruthlessly outlawed all other political parties, raised up a brown-shirted paramilitary force called the Sturmabteilung, or “storm troopers,” and jailed, exiled, or murdered more than two hundred political opponents. In 1934, with no one left to seriously challenge him, Adolf Hitler combined the offices of chancellor and president to become the dictator, or Führer, of Nazi Germany.7


By then Dr. Ho was pursuing a career in the Chinese diplomatic corps, and in 1937 he was promoted to the post of first secretary at the Chinese embassy in Vienna. Personally energetic and capable, Ho was good-humored, witty, and gifted with a diplomat’s skills, but was also known as a man of character who was committed to defending what he believed was right. In appearance he was distinguished-looking: dark-haired, mannerly, well-groomed, and given to European attire. He and his wife were well received within the Austrian capital’s diplomatic community and by the city’s intelligentsia. Among their numerous friends were respected members of Vienna’s large Jewish community. Partially because of his concern for the welfare of the nation’s Jews, Ho was alarmed and appalled at the outpouring of public support for Hitler and the Nazi takeover of Austria. Hitler had openly expressed his anti-Semitic racism in Mein Kampf, describing a Jew as the “parasite of the nations” and “a vampire” who “drags everything that is truly great into the gutter.” By 1938 Hitler and the Nazis dominated all of German life. Even elementary school children were taught to say of the Führer: “I shall always obey you, like father and mother.”8


With their country now a province of Germany, Austria’s 185,000 Jews were in obvious peril. German laws denying citizenship to Jews and restricting their freedom were now applied to the Jews of Austria. Hitler’s storm troopers and his secret police force, the Gestapo, stopped Jewish men and women on the street in Vienna and put them to work scrubbing sidewalks and cleaning street gutters. Jewish children were ordered to sweep the city’s wide avenues. Jewish society matrons and business leaders were ordered to clean Vienna’s public toilets and the latrines in the Gestapo barracks. At a park in Vienna, Nazi storm troopers pulled Jews from the streets and forced them to eat grass until they became ill. Influenced by Nazi law and propaganda, non-Jews who had been friends, neighbors, and business associates for decades now stopped on the streets to jeer and taunt the Jews. Thousands of Jews were jailed and their property was looted by Nazi officials, troops, and police. “I myself,” recalled a foreign journalist, “watched squads of [storm troopers] carting off silver, tapestries, paintings and other loot.”9


Ominously, a hundred miles west of Vienna at Mauthausen, the Nazis began building a concentration camp like those rumored to exist in Germany. Since 1933 Nazi Germany had pursued a policy of judenrein—a “cleansing” of Jews from Germany—and almost one-fourth of Germany’s Jewish population had fled the nation. The Nazis’ euphemistically named Central Office for Jewish Emigration would reportedly allow “noncriminal” Jews to leave the country if they transferred all their property and finances to the German government—and if they were issued an official entry visa by a foreign nation. Many nations would not accept Jewish refugees, and even Western nations such as Great Britain and the United States severely limited Jewish immigration. In July 1938, delegates from thirty-two countries assembled at the French resort city of Évian-les-Bains to discuss the status of immigrant refugees. Among the countries of the Western world represented at the Évian Conference, only the Dominican Republic and Costa Rica offered to increase immigration quotas to accept Jewish refugees. Influenced by worries about the Great Depression and the US State Department’s diplomatic concerns, President Franklin D. Roosevelt and the US Congress rejected pleas to allow significant numbers of Jewish refugees to enter the United States. Other major Western nations also refused.10


“If I had never knocked on that door in Vienna, I would have been in a concentration camp.”


Meanwhile, when Austria was absorbed into Germany, most staffers at the Chinese embassy in Vienna were transferred to China’s Berlin embassy. The former Austrian embassy was designated as a consulate, and thirty-seven-year-old Feng Shan Ho was officially appointed as its consul-general. Although he was left with a single trusted associate, Dr. Ho saw the change as an opportunity to save Austria’s persecuted Jews. Courageously, he began issuing visas that allowed Austrian and German Jews to resettle in the Chinese city of Shanghai. Officially, the Chinese government did not require a visa to immigrate to Shanghai, but Ho figured the Nazis did not know that—and Germany required a visa for Jews to leave the country. He also knew that most of the Jewish refugees would not go to Shanghai—they would use the visas to flee Germany and seek asylum wherever they could find it. So Ho began signing and issuing visas—a few at first. Then dozens. And hundreds. And eventually thousands.11


He contacted American Christian ministries in Austria, which helped him notify the country’s Jewish community. Austria’s Jews spread the word: If you can get to the Chinese consulate in Vienna, you can get exit visas for yourself and your family—even dozens at a time. Ho understood the risks. Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek and China’s foreign service office were cultivating Hitler as a friend and Nazi Germany as an ally. Issuing a flood of visas to Austrian and German Jews so they could escape Hitler and the Nazis would potentially infuriate Ho’s superiors, threaten his diplomatic career, and even endanger his life. It was a risk Ho was willing to take. Quietly, he sent his wife and their eleven-year-old son safely out of the country, then began working day and night to issue visas to Jews. Why was he willing to risk so much? “He knew he had received many gifts from God,” Ho’s Lutheran pastor would later observe. “He felt that they were not given to him solely for his own benefit, but to do for others.”12


Long, winding lines of Austrian Jews formed at the entrance to Vienna’s Chinese consulate. Thugs from the SS and the Gestapo harassed those who were waiting, sometimes dragging Jewish men aside and beating them. But day after day, the lines continued to form, and one after another, Austria’s Jews were issued lifesaving Chinese visas. One of them was Hans Kraus, a Jewish surgeon, who lined up with the throng outside the Chinese consulate for almost a week. The crowd was so large and the wait so long that he feared he would be arrested before he and his family could obtain visas. Then one day he saw Ho’s official car pull up to the consulate gate. The automobile’s windows were down, so Kraus desperately tossed his completed visa application form inside the vehicle. A few days later, he received a telephone call from the Chinese consulate notifying him that his visa was in the mail. Soon, the lifesaving documents arrived, enabling Kraus and his family to escape from Nazi Germany.13


Ho’s dangerous attempt to thwart Nazi persecution of Austrian Jews was not confined to his consulate office. Several times he confronted Gestapo agents as they attempted to arrest his Jewish friends. He also made regular visits to the homes of Jewish families he knew in the hope that a relationship with a foreign diplomat would protect them. Once, Gestapo agents attempted to arrest one of his Jewish friends while Ho was visiting his home, but backed down when Ho boldly presented his diplomatic credentials and insisted they leave. In another case Ho learned that his Jewish friend Karl Doron had been arrested and imprisoned at the notorious Dachau concentration camp. Ho issued a visa for Doron and officially demanded that he be freed. Surprisingly, Nazi officials complied with the request, and Doron became one of the few Jewish inmates released from Dachau.14


One of the Jews helped by Ho, Eric Goldstaub of Vienna, had visited dozens of foreign consulates in search of a visa, only to be turned away. Then he heard about Feng Shan Ho and the Chinese consulate, where he received visas for himself and his entire extended family, which numbered twenty. Before the family could leave, however, Goldstaub and his father were arrested by Nazi agents. But when they saw the Goldstaubs’ Chinese visas, the Nazis let the family go. “If I had never knocked on that door in Vienna, I would have been in a concentration camp,” Goldstaub later concluded. “And I would have died.… Our whole family would have died. We needed Feng Shan Ho. He saved us. It was a miracle.”15


For almost two years, Feng Shan Ho issued an average of five hundred visas every month. At least once he issued more than a hundred in a single day. Eventually the Chinese government learned of the flood of Jewish visas being issued by China’s Vienna consulate, and Ho received an angry telephone call from the Chinese ambassador to Germany. Ho’s actions threatened China’s official relationship with Nazi Germany, the ambassador warned him, and he ordered him to close down his visa mill. Realizing that his rescue operation might soon be shut down, Ho ignored the order and sped up his activities. Soon an official from Berlin appeared unannounced at the Vienna consulate and informed Ho that he was suspected of selling visas. Ho forcefully denied the charges, and the official left. Ho waited for another reprimand or a recall to China, but he heard nothing—so he continued to issue visas at a frantic pace. Eventually Nazi officials became suspicious and confiscated the consulate building, claiming it was Jewish property. When the Chinese government refused to lease a replacement, Ho used personal funds to rent a new office and continued to issue visas. Finally, in the spring of 1939, the Chinese government officially censured him, and soon afterward ordered his transfer to a different diplomatic post. By then, however, Japan had invaded China, and as Japan’s Axis partner, Germany was no longer viewed as a Chinese ally. Ho had no choice: he had to leave—but he continued to issue Jewish visas until the end.16


Ho held other diplomatic posts during World War II, and continued to serve Nationalist China even after Mao Zedong’s Communists won the Chinese Civil War and forced Chiang Kai-shek’s government to flee to Taiwan. Ho’s campaign to save Austria’s Jews left a shadow over his career, however, and after forty years of dedicated service, he was censured and dismissed by his government. He moved to the United States, where he continued to be active in the Chinese Lutheran Church. In 1997 he died at age ninety-six. His dangerous, heroic efforts to assist the Jews of Austria were known to but a few, and the humble former diplomat seldom told others about his deadly drama in Vienna. “I thought it was only natural to feel compassion, and want to help,” he said simply. Some who escaped Nazi terror with Ho’s help eventually made a remarkable calculation: thanks to Dr. Feng Shan Ho’s courageous actions, more than twelve thousand Jews escaped the Holocaust.17















CHAPTER 2



OTTO AND GERTRUD MÖRIKE
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A Nazi storm trooper strikes a threatening pose outside a Jewish business in Berlin. The sign reads: “Germans! Defend yourselves! Do not buy from Jews!”


(CREDIT: NATIONAL ARCHIVES)


 



“As a Christian, I must reject National Socialism.”


PASTOR OTTO MÖRIKE was dragged from his bed in the middle of the night by Nazi storm troopers. They hauled him into the street, threw him down before a mob of cheering Nazis, and then savagely beat him until he was bruised and bloody. His crime? He had voiced his opposition to Adolf Hitler’s policies on what was supposed to be a secret election ballot. Ironically, Mörike was a veteran of the German cavalry in the First World War and had once enthusiastically supported the Führer. Like most Germans after the war, he was distressed that the Treaty of Versailles had officially forced Germany to accept full blame for the Great War, which had resulted in the loss of seventeen million lives. Overburdened by the huge reparations payments required by the treaty, Germany’s economy plummeted following the war. Inflation and unemployment soared, and the German people lived in desperation and rising resentment well into the 1930s. Amid such harsh conditions, Mörike initially viewed Hitler as a reformer whose strong leadership might heal Germany. He soon changed his mind, however, as Hitler’s true intentions became apparent.1


“Soon, the ideology revealed itself in an ominous manner,” Mörike later recalled. “I knew I had been deceived.” When Hitler came to power in 1933, Mörike—a tall, lanky, bespectacled thirty-six-year-old—was a minister in Germany’s Evangelical Church. His wife, Gertrud Löcher Mörike, a twenty-nine-year-old pastor’s daughter, was a mother of three and a fearless believer. Theirs was a joyful home, marked by frequent laughter, daily family devotions, and Christ-centered optimism. Both Otto and Gertrud grew increasingly concerned, however, as they saw Hitler persecute Germany’s Jews and any Christians who objected.2


In April 1933, Hitler ordered a national boycott of Jewish-owned businesses, which was followed by the dismissal of Jewish employees from government positions, including public schools and universities. Jewish doctors, pharmacists, and attorneys were placed under severe restrictions. Jews were banned from holding positions as judges, lawyers, journalists, broadcasters, artists, musicians, actors, and farmers, and were prohibited from serving in the military. Jewish schoolchildren were barred from classes. At universities throughout Germany, Nazi professors and students made huge bonfires of books by Jewish authors, including an estimated twenty thousand volumes set afire at Berlin’s Humboldt University. Increasing numbers of Jews and others deemed to be enemies of the state were hauled off to newly constructed concentration camps, which, in the words of one horrified observer, “sprang up like mushrooms.” By year’s end there were at least fifty camps in Germany, the most notorious being outside the town of Dachau. An estimated thirty-seven thousand Jews fled the country in 1933; the rest hoped the persecution would pass. Instead it worsened.3


On June 30, 1934, on what would become infamous as the Night of the Long Knives, Hitler purged the Nazi elite of everyone he considered a threat to his leadership. More than two hundred prominent or high-ranking Nazis were executed in a single night. Hitler also replaced his brown-shirted quasi-military storm troopers with a brutal elite force of black-uniformed troops called the Schutzstaffel, or SS. As he consolidated power, he also brazenly defied the Versailles Treaty by ordering a massive buildup of the German military. From the lowliest enlisted man to the highest-ranking officer, every member of the German armed forces had to take a new oath of allegiance: “I swear by God this sacred oath, that I will render unconditional obedience to Adolf Hitler, the Führer of the German Reich.”4


As Hitler moved against the Jews and others he considered enemies of the Nazi state, he also took action to repress opposition by Christian leaders and church members. In the summer of 1933, the Nazi government signed a treaty with Pope Pius XI that guaranteed religious freedom for Germany’s Catholics and the right of the Catholic Church to “regulate her own affairs” within the Third Reich. However, Hitler used the treaty to try to legitimize the Nazi government, which was drawing international scorn for human rights abuses, and ignored it when German Catholics opposed his rule. He ordered the arrest of Catholic priests and nuns who criticized Nazi actions, shut down Catholic publications, and moved to replace the Catholic Youth League with the newly formed Hitler Youth.5


Hitler’s persecution of Germany’s Protestant churches was even harsher. A majority of Germans were professing Protestants, and Hitler aggressively moved to Nazify the nation’s Protestant denominations. His ultimate goal was promotion of the Nazi Deutsche Evangelische Kirche, commonly called the “National Reich Church,” which was intended to replace Christianity with worship of pagan tribal gods from ancient Germanic history and the occult practices popular among some Nazi leaders. The doctrinal statement of Hitler’s Nazi denomination specified that “the Christian Cross must be removed from all churches, cathedrals and chapels… and it must be superseded by the only unconquerable symbol, the swastika.” Hitler’s trusted top aide Martin Bormann no doubt spoke for the Führer when he said, “National Socialism and Christianity are irreconcilable.”6


In an attempt to justify its persecution of Germany’s Jews, the Nazi government quoted obscure sixteenth-century anti-Semitic writings by the revered Protestant reformer Martin Luther, while simultaneously using terror tactics to silence Protestants who criticized Nazi policy. German Protestants who considered defending the Jewish people knew that they would likely suffer harm for doing so. The renewed prosperity that Hitler had brought to Germany also made it easy for professing Christians, Protestant and Catholic alike, to look the other way. They now had jobs, an improved quality of life, and pride in a resurgent nation, all of which encouraged silence as Hitler progressively stripped them of their individual freedoms and savagely assaulted everyone he denounced as enemies—especially the Jews. Recalled a German Protestant pastor, “Some people said then, ‘No, that’s not what we wanted.’ But it was too late. No one dared anymore, really, to open his mouth.”7


Some Christians, however, did resist, and Pastor Otto Mörike was one of them. In 1933 he pastored an Evangelical Church congregation in Oppelsbohm, which was located near Stuttgart in southern Germany. Alarmed by Nazi actions against Christianity and mistreatment of Germany’s Jews, Mörike shifted his allegiance to the newly formed Confessing Church, which had been founded by Lutheran pastor Martin Niemöller to counter Nazi attacks on the church and Germany’s Jewish population. In 1934, at a Confessing Church synod assembly in Barmen, Niemöller and pastors such as Dietrich Bonhoeffer publicly denounced as “false doctrine” any notion that the state “should and could become the single and totalitarian order of human life,” and reaffirmed the Jewish connection to Christianity through the Old Testament or Hebrew Bible. They also boldly encouraged Germany’s Christians to “let no fear or temptation keep you from treading with us the path of faith and obedience to the Word of God.” The stand by the Confessing Church was a rare expression of solidarity against the Nazi regime by an organized denomination, and Hitler’s initial reaction was to back away from attacks on the Confessing Church.8


He recovered, however, and launched a brutal assault on the church and its resisting pastors. Pastor Niemöller was arrested and imprisoned, was eventually placed in the Dachau concentration camp, and remained incarcerated until the end of World War II. Although he had made statements critical of Judaism as the Nazi intimidation intensified, in his final sermon before his arrest, Niemöller exhorted German Christians to resist Nazi tyranny as Hitler persecuted the Jews and others. “No more are we ready to keep silent at man’s behest when God commands us to speak,” he said. “For it is, and must remain, the case that we must obey God rather than man.” Some protesting ministers in the Confessing Church were murdered, and more than eight hundred were forced from their pastorates and imprisoned. Even as the resistance of the Confessing Church was reduced by the Nazi crackdown, however, some members—and even entire congregations—became stronger under persecution, and continued to resist Nazi oppression and the mistreatment of the Jews. On more than one occasion, when Gestapo agents raided church services to confiscate collections for Nazi victims, church members spontaneously broke into Martin Luther’s Reformation hymn of faith, “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.” Instead of submitting to Nazi intimidation, some Christians redoubled their efforts to assist Jewish targets of Nazi persecution. Otto and Gertrud Mörike were among them.9


One day in 1933, Pastor Mörike arrived at his church to find a Nazi flag flying from the church steeple. With the help of a neighbor boy he pulled down the flag, and then he drove into Stuttgart, where he calmly delivered it to Gestapo headquarters. “The swastika does not belong on the steeple of a church,” he told Gestapo officials. They accepted the flag with little comment, and allowed him to leave unmolested—but soon Gestapo agents began trailing Mörike’s movements and appearing at his Sunday worship services. As he watched Hitler’s policies smother freedom in Germany and place the nation’s Jews under increasing persecution, Mörike’s protests became bolder. In August 1934, now a pastor in the Confessing Church, Mörike preached a Sunday sermon from the Old Testament book of Joshua, emphasizing how God destroyed the walled city of Jericho because of its wickedness—and concluded by comparing Jericho to the Nazi Party. A Gestapo agent sent to spy on Mörike furiously took notes during the pastor’s sermon, and when the worship service ended, a Gestapo detachment appeared at the church parsonage to arrest Mörike. The agents retreated, however, when they found the parsonage surrounded by members of Mörike’s congregation. The next day the Nazis returned and forcibly escorted Mörike to Gestapo headquarters in Stuttgart. There they demanded that he provide a written copy of the sermon, which Mörike cheerfully did, hoping that any Nazi who read it might be converted.10


He was allowed to return home unharmed, but from that point onward the Mörikes knew they were under constant Nazi surveillance. Even so, both believed their faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior compelled them to resist Nazi tyranny and its persecution of the Jews. “I accepted the struggle against the system,” Mörike would later write, “for I [feared] that democracy would eventually perish and, with it, freedom of speech.” He watched grimly as Hitler’s Nuremberg Laws were enacted in 1935, stripping Jews of their German citizenship and criminalizing marriage between Jews and non-Jews. Supervised by Nazi judges, the German courts ruled that Jews had no legal rights. Hitler meanwhile placed the Gestapo under the control of the SS, enlarged the powers of both, and transformed Germany into a Nazi police state. The concentration camps that were being built in increasing numbers were operated and guarded by the SS Totenkopfverbände, or Death’s Head Units, whose members wore a skull-and-crossbones insignia. Hitler’s ruthless rule of Greater Germany was now total. Recalled a foreigner living in Berlin, “No one—if he were not foolish—said or did anything that might be interpreted as anti-Nazi.”11


In April 1938, a month after the annexation of Austria, Hitler ordered a plebiscite in which the German people were to approve the takeover after the fact, and also state their approval of Adolf Hitler’s leadership. The ballot bore a large Yes and a tiny No, and voters everywhere were scrutinized by the Nazi secret police as they voted. Predictably, 99 percent of voters approved the annexation and gave Hitler and the Nazis a resounding vote of support—but Otto and Gertrud Mörike did not. Courageously, they recorded their disapproval of Hitler and the Nazis. On his ballot Pastor Mörike wrote, “I deplore the degradation of morality and justice in Germany and the destruction of the church by the de-Christianization of our people.” Gertrud Mörike, who was pregnant at the time, penned an equally bold message on the ballot. “As a Christian,” she wrote, “I must reject National Socialism as an ideology inasmuch as it leads to the curse and eternal damnation of our people.”12


That night Nazi election observers examined Otto and Gertrud Mörike’s ballots and read their criticisms of Hitler and the Nazis. Although the ballots were supposed to be anonymous, the Nazis knew they had been cast by the Mörikes. News of the couple’s opinions spread to a beer garden not far from the Mörikes’ home. There Nazi storm troopers and their supporters were celebrating the Nazi election victory, and they were enraged that the pastor and his wife dared to criticize the Führer and his Nazis. Led by approximately thirty storm troopers, an angry mob marched to the Mörike home. The storm troopers forced their way into the house, pulled Pastor Mörike from his bed, and—while his pregnant wife watched in horror—dragged him to the street outside and pounded him to the pavement as the surrounding mob cheered. Mörike was beaten almost to death, and was spared only because local city police officers decided to haul him to jail before he was killed. A Nazi judge sentenced him to ten months in prison for his opposition to Hitler, but commuted the sentence to probation when Confessing Church officials agreed to move Mörike to another parish more than forty miles away, in the town of Weissach-Flacht.13


The beating and punishment only strengthened the Mörikes’ determination to resist the Nazis—and they decided the best way to do so was to secretly assist Germany’s imperiled Jews. Hitler’s initial solution to Germany’s “Jewish problem” was to forcibly expel all Jews from Greater Germany, which was now composed of Germany and Austria. As they were processed for forced deportation, Jewish families were stripped of their property and bank accounts. “You put in a Jew at one end…,” reported one Jewish survivor, “and [he] came out at the other end without property, without privileges, without rights, with nothing except a passport.” Nazi persecution of the Jews was emboldened by the failure of Western diplomats at the Évian Conference to provide a safe haven for displaced Jewish refugees. Germany had tried to “get rid of our Jews,” a top-ranking Nazi official gloated to Hitler, “but… no country wished to receive them.” Soon afterward, Hitler began devising a new, more deadly plan to deal with Greater Germany’s Jews.14


An individual act of Jewish resistance gave him the excuse to do so. In October 1938, the SS rounded up more than seventeen thousand Polish Jews who were living in Germany, forcibly loaded them onto railroad cars, and shipped them over the border into Poland—although Poland’s government protested that more Jews were not wanted there. Hearing that his family had disappeared in the relocation, a distraught Jewish teenager in Paris shot and killed a German diplomat. It was the opportunity Hitler needed for a further crackdown on Germany’s Jews. He secretly approved a nationwide Nazi attack on Jewish businesses, synagogues, hospitals, schools, and cemeteries on November 9, 1938. In what would become infamous as Kristallnacht—“Crystal Night,” or the Night of Broken Glass—Nazi thugs wrecked and looted more than seven thousand Jewish shops, set fire to 119 synagogues, damaged unknown numbers of Jewish schools and hospitals, desecrated Jewish cemeteries, killed thirty-five Jews, and arrested thousands more. Kristallnacht spurred a wave of panic in Germany’s Jewish community, prompting thousands of Jews to attempt to leave the country and sending untold numbers into hiding.15



“They were the good Samaritans of the Third Reich.”


At their church in Weissach-Flacht, Otto and Gertrud Mörike courageously developed a secret plan to assist German Jews who were hiding from the Nazis. Working with other like-minded pastors in the Confessing Church, they devised an underground railroad that would pass Jewish refugees from one church to another, hiding them until they could escape the country. When World War II began in 1939, and escaping from Germany became almost impossible, the Mörikes arranged to hide endangered Jews in church parsonages in a secret rescue operation known to participants as the Parsonage Chain. Pastor Mörike served three churches in the Weissach-Flacht region, traveling among them on a motorcycle, which allowed him to keep the chain active. Enlisting some of the members of his churches, he eventually organized more than a dozen safe houses, where Christians secretly protected and supported Jews in hiding.16


To avoid alerting suspicious neighbors, Jewish refugees seldom stayed long in a single place, but were moved from one safe house to another. The Mörikes’ teenage son Frieder was often seen casually riding his bicycle through the family’s neighborhood, but in reality he was scouting for Gestapo raids called in by Nazi neighbors. More than once his warnings enabled Jews in the Mörike parsonage to escape only moments before Gestapo agents arrived. “My mother would stall them at the front door,” one of the Mörike children later recalled, “and the Jews would go out the back door.” Eventually the Mörikes decided to hide their Jewish escapees in plain sight. By then the war was under way, and Allied bombing raids on urban war industries had prompted many Germans to move in with relatives who lived far away from cities that were bombing targets. Otto Mörike casually mentioned to his neighbors that he had invited his friends from Berlin to visit the family as a reprieve from the bombing. The ploy allowed different Jewish families to be seen around the Mörike house without suspicion until they were eventually transferred to other locations. “We always seemed to have guests from Berlin,” a Mörike daughter would remember. “I didn’t know that they were Jews, of course; I was only 5 or 6 years old.”17


In 1943 the Mörike parsonage received a Jewish couple who had survived an extraordinary odyssey. Max and Karoline Krakauer were Berliners who had been forced into slave labor by Nazis in the German capital. They had managed to escape and fled across Germany, moving from one Gentile safe house to another as they dodged the Gestapo. By the time the war ended, they would have stayed in sixty-six locations, and yet managed to survive. They were at the Mörike home for a month—the longest period that Germans escaping the Allied bombing raids could visit anywhere without registering with the Nazi government. According to Max Krakauer, Pastor Mörike “welcomed us with such a winning smile and found such kind words for us that without knowing why, I sensed he would play an important role in our lives.” When it was time for the Krakauers to leave, Otto Mörike arranged for them to be carefully transferred to another safe house in the Parsonage Chain. Krakauer was deeply moved that the Mörikes would risk their lives and the lives of their five children to help persecuted Jews. “I know they wanted no gratitude and did not desire earthly rewards; but rather, they were motivated by human love and Christian compassion,” he later observed. “They were the good Samaritans of the Third Reich.”18


Miraculously, Otto and Gertrud Mörike survived the Holocaust without the Nazis finding their extensive safe-house network. While most professing Christians in Germany remained silent and inactive in the face of tyranny, untold numbers of Jewish refugees survived the Holocaust through the Parsonage Chain established by Otto and Gertrud Mörike, who never thought of themselves as heroes. Their faith, they believed, compelled them to demonstrate the love of Christ to people in desperate need—and to resist evil. As Gertrud Mörike had penned on her plebiscite ballot in 1938, “As a Christian, I must reject National Socialism.” To those who came to know their story, it was an inspiring witness to their faith in Christ. Twenty-two years to the day after he was beaten by Nazi storm troopers, Otto Mörike received a telephone call from an anonymous caller, who promptly hung up after delivering a memorable message: “I was there on April 10, one of the key participants, and I’m sorry.”19















CHAPTER 3



FRANCIS FOLEY
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To most, Frank Foley was a low-level British bureaucrat serving in Berlin on the eve of World War II. In reality, he was a British army officer and intelligence agent who was credited with saving thousands of Jewish lives.


(CREDIT: YAD VASHEM)


 



“Tomorrow you will be freed.”


FRANK FOLEY DID not look like a spy. He was a small man, bespectacled, quiet, and reserved in nature. But on the eve of World War II, he was considered by some to be the most important British intelligence agent in Nazi Germany, and by war’s end he would be credited with saving the lives of more than ten thousand German Jews.


Few Britons understood the brutal nature of Nazism better than Francis Foley. He had distinguished himself in combat as a British infantry officer in the First World War, and at war’s end he was recruited into MI6—the top-secret British intelligence service. He was posted to Germany in 1922, officially serving as Britain’s passport control officer in Berlin. To the British diplomatic staff, he appeared to be an unimportant, middle-aged midlevel bureaucrat, but in reality he was a British master spy, focusing initially on the rise of German Communists and then on Adolf Hitler’s campaign to reactivate and expand the German military. His most important intelligence coup occurred when he recruited a highly respected Austrian science journalist who provided British authorities with information on the development of Germany’s V-2 rocket and on Hitler’s top-secret program to build an atomic bomb.1


Foley’s intelligence operation also revealed evidence that Jewish inmates imprisoned in the Nazi concentration camps being erected throughout Germany were suffering horrors far more shocking than anything British, French, or American leaders had imagined. Despite his protests, however, his London superiors waved away the accounts as ridiculous exaggerations. Foley then appealed to British immigration officials, asking them to expedite Jewish requests for asylum in Great Britain and its colonies, but encountered more bureaucratic apathy. Frustrated but determined, Foley decided to help Germany’s Jews himself. Using his official cover as the British passport control officer in Berlin, he began issuing droves of passports to Jews seeking escape from Germany. Like Feng Shan Ho, his Chinese counterpart in Austria, Foley was motivated by more than just humanitarian concerns: his faith as a Christian compelled him to act, he believed—especially when so many of those who were persecuting the Jews claimed that they were Christians. Benno Cohn, a leader in Germany’s prewar Jewish community, later credited Foley’s Christianity as the force that drove him to help Germany’s Jews: “He often told us that, as a Christian, he wanted to prove how little the ‘Christians’ then governing Germany had to do with real Christianity.” To Foley, Nazism was evil—what he called “the realm of Satan”—and as a follower of Christ, he had no choice but to fight it.2


“I believe that God put Frank Foley in Berlin to do His work.”


Born in Somerset in southwestern England, Foley had been raised in a devout Catholic home where faith in Jesus Christ reflected a surrendered heart rather than simply cultural identity. He had seriously considered entering the priesthood, but eventually came to believe that he had found his calling in the intelligence service. His nephew, an Anglican minister, agreed: “I believe that God put Frank Foley in Berlin to do His work,” he said. Hard work, dangerous work—and a lot of it—is what Frank Foley encountered when he set out to oppose the Holocaust. “He worked without a break from 7 a.m. to 10 p.m., personally handling as many applications as he could,” Foley’s wife, Katherine, later recalled. “Some people were hysterical, many wept and all were desperate. For them, Frank’s ‘yes’ or ‘no’ really meant the difference between a new life and the concentration camp.”3


After Kristallnacht in 1938, the desperation increased within Germany’s Jewish community. Determined to escape the Nazis and save their families, German Jews began showing up unannounced at Foley’s Berlin apartment. As a passport officer, he did not have diplomatic immunity, and he knew what could happen to him if Nazi authorities learned he was issuing thousands of passports or personally harboring Jews. Despite the danger, he continued his mission. “Frank would slip down to the door late at night and let them in,” said his wife. “I do not know what the Nazis would have done if they had discovered that we were sheltering people.” Outside the British consulate on Berlin’s Tiergartenstrasse, where Foley maintained his small office, frantic Jewish men, women, and children waited in long lines to petition Foley for a passport to some safehaven in the British Empire. “Foley saved my life,” recalled Meriam Posner, then a sixteen-year-old Jewish girl who came to see Foley with her mother. “We heard that there was this man Foley who was kind to the Jews. My mother begged him. He just paced up and down a little, then asked for my passport and put the visa stamp on it. He was small and quiet. You would never have suspected that he was a spy.”4


Every month hundreds of Jews came to Foley seeking escape from Nazi Germany. He realized that most of them would be hauled off to concentration camps before they could be processed by the ponderous, bureaucratic British immigration system—so he developed a streamlined process that severely stretched regulations but still complied with British law. The British government required immigrants to possess a huge sum of cash, for instance, but the Nazis confiscated the Jews’ wealth when they emigrated, leaving them penniless. To circumvent the regulation, Foley accepted promissory notes from immigrants or letters from relatives and others promising to support the immigrants when they reached British soil. Many Jews wanted to escape to Palestine, the future site of the nation of Israel, which had been under British control since Britain captured the region from the Ottoman Empire in World War I. Others wanted to go to a British colony, while many sought refuge in the British Isles. Usually, Foley found a way. Using his espionage contacts and tradecraft, he even managed to bribe SS officers into allowing him to officially remove Jews from concentration camps.5


Gunter Powitzer was a Jewish inmate in the Sachsenhausen concentration camp when Foley’s passport operation was working at its peak. Sachsenhausen was a state-of-the-art camp located north of Berlin. It operated under the direction of Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler, the leader of the SS, who had expanded the SS from a few hundred troops in 1929 to more than fifty thousand by 1938. Himmler had made Sachsenhausen the model for Germany’s rapidly expanding concentration camp system, and just the mention of its name was enough to instill fear. But not in Frank Foley. When Powitzer was imprisoned at Sachsenhausen for having an Aryan girlfriend, his family turned to Foley, who agreed to help.6


Powitzer was working an exhausting shift of hard labor at the camp one day when an SS officer ordered him off the job and marched him into another section of the prison. Wondering what fate awaited him, Powitzer did as ordered—and was shocked when the officer handed him clean clothes and pointed him to a shower. When he emerged, showered and shaved, Powitzer found the officer waiting for him, holding a long gray coat. Was ist los? Powitzer asked, unable to control himself. “Shut up and put this on,” the SS officer told him, handing him the coat. The Nazi herded the startled prisoner into a small room, then abruptly departed. “There sat a short man with eyeglasses,” Powitzer later recounted, “who told me in English, ‘My name is Foley, and I am from the British consulate in Berlin. Tomorrow you will be freed.’” A few weeks later, Powitzer was safe in Palestine. He never learned how Foley had managed to extricate him from Sachsenhausen, where more than fifty thousand prisoners eventually died.7


As relations deteriorated between Nazi Germany and Britain and France, Foley realized that war was imminent, and redoubled his efforts to help Jews escape Germany. When warfare erupted in September 1939, Foley disappeared—off on the first of many wartime espionage assignments in which he would distinguish himself as one of the key Allied intelligence operatives of World War II. A few days before the war began, Leo Baeck, a leading German rabbi and one of Foley’s chief Jewish contacts, received a message to pick up a package from Foley’s office in the British consulate. Foley was gone when Baeck arrived, but the package awaited him. It was Frank Foley’s final outreach to the imperiled Jews of Germany. Inside were more than eighty British passports officially stamped and approved for travel outside Germany, each with the spaces for name and address left blank—to be filled in by escaping Jews whom Frank Foley had never met.8















CHAPTER 4



GEERTRUIDA WIJSMULLER
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Jewish Kindertransport children fleeing Nazi persecution in Germany arrive by ship in Great Britain in 1939.


(CREDIT: DEUTSCHES BUNDESARCHIV)


 



“I forgot to bring my husband. You’ll have to deal with me.”


IN THE WINTER of 1938, the last thing Truus Wijsmuller expected was to have a face-to-face encounter with one of Germany’s most notorious Nazi leaders. At age forty-two, Wijsmuller was an attractive, fashionable, dark-eyed Dutch banker’s wife living a comfortable life in Amsterdam. A Dutch Christian, she had been taught by her parents as a child to always be ready to help those in need, “no matter the color of their skin or their religion.” Her parents had followed their own advice by caring for child refugees displaced by the First World War. So Truus—whose maiden name was Geertruida Meijer—developed a heart for those in need at an early age. At twenty-six, armed with a business school education, she was hired by a bank in Amsterdam, where she met her future husband, a successful young banker named Johannes “Joop” Wijsmuller. Eventually she quit work to have children, but was dismayed to learn that she was unable to become pregnant. Her physician suggested that she might instead become involved in social work. She did, and excelled at it.1


In the early 1930s, as Adolf Hitler increased the persecution of German Jews, she volunteered with a Dutch social agency, the Netherlands Children’s Refugee Committee, which attempted to relocate Jewish families from Nazi Germany. Then, in November 1938, came the news of Kristallnacht. The reports of blazing synagogues, smashed and looted Jewish businesses, and the brutal mistreatment of Germany’s Jews shocked and repulsed her. Unlike most Europeans, however, after learning of Kristallnacht she did not simply continue with life as usual. Instead she looked for more opportunities to help Germany’s persecuted Jews. Initially Hitler intended to rid Germany of its Jews by terrorizing them into fleeing the country—after stripping them of their money and property. Kristallnacht raised the level of terror in Germany, and also increased public sympathy for the Jews in Western nations such as the United States, Holland, and Britain. There, new laws to accept Jewish refuges were proposed, but most would allow only Jewish children to immigrate, not their parents, and even those proposals failed to become law in most cases. In the United States, for example, a bill to accept twenty thousand child refugees was killed in Congress, buried in bureaucracy by lawmakers who feared that it would somehow worsen the Great Depression. The Dutch government also limited its response, agreeing to accept child refugees only if most traveled on to final destinations elsewhere.2


In Great Britain, however, Parliament voted to allow ten thousand children under age seventeen to enter the country for relocation in foster homes. It was understood that most of the child refugees would be Jewish. In response, British and Dutch relief agencies acted quickly to rescue Germany’s Jewish children—and Truus Wijsmuller led the effort in Holland. She was the perfect choice. She had years of experience working with German refugees, including small groups of children. She and her husband had extensive international business contacts, and she spoke fluent German. She was also charming, resourceful, and relentless. Immediately she was tapped by relief agencies to organize a Kindertransport—a “children’s transport”—to move Jewish children from Nazi Germany to safety. Her first assignment: to arrange for a Kindertransport that would take Jewish children by rail from Vienna to Holland, where they would then be ferried by ship to Britain. Austria had been absorbed into Greater Germany, so she had to fly to Vienna to negotiate with a high-ranking Nazi official. His name was Adolf Eichmann.3


[image: image]


Although he had been born in Germany, Eichmann—like Hitler—was raised in Austria. At the time Truus Wijsmuller met with him in Vienna, he was a smirking, cold-eyed thirty-two-year-old Nazi officer, who was rapidly rising in power as an expert on the “Jewish question.” After drifting from job to job in his twenties, he had become an early and enthusiastic member of Austria’s Nazi Party, and then joined the SS. His anti-Semitic fanaticism spurred his upward progress through the Nazi ranks. After the takeover of Austria in March 1938, he was placed in command of the Nazis’ Central Office for Jewish Emigration in Vienna, and developed a plan for the forced emigration of Austria’s Jews that would be followed as a model when Hitler conquered other countries. Eventually Hitler would order Europe’s Jews incarcerated in concentration camps, and then would attempt to eliminate all of them through mass murder. Eichmann would be given the task of executing Hitler’s orders, sending millions of Jewish men, women, and children to their deaths—an assignment, he once stated, that gave him “extraordinary satisfaction.” At war’s end he would escape to Argentina, but would be tracked down and apprehended by Israeli intelligence operatives in 1960. Brought to Israel, he would be tried and convicted of crimes against humanity and the Jewish people, and then hanged and cremated.4


In December 1938, however, Untersturmführer Adolf Eichmann was a fearsome figure in Vienna. A German contemporary described him as “a man who sat there like a block of ice or marble, not feeling anything at all.” Truus Wijsmuller wanted to transport six hundred Jewish children from Austria to Holland, then on to Britain, and to do so she had to receive permission from Eichmann. She managed to stifle any fear and revulsion she felt in Eichmann’s presence, confidently looked him in the eyes, and requested the approval necessary to transport the children. Although his goal was to banish Jews from Nazi Germany, Eichmann did not want to make the job easy for a Dutch outsider, especially a do-gooder woman. He parried and resisted, but he did not intimidate Wijsmuller; she wanted her children. Finally Eichmann snorted that he was not used to doing business with women. “I’m sorry,” Wijsmuller retorted, “but I forgot to bring my husband. You’ll have to deal with me.” Eichmann dismissively gave his permission, but—perhaps simply as harassment—he demanded that she assemble the Jewish children and get them out of the country in four days. It seemed impossible, but Wijsmuller did it: within days six hundred Jewish children crossed the German border into Holland by train, bound for Britain and safety.5


Working with humanitarian agencies and volunteer groups from denominations such as the Swedish Lutheran Church, the Mennonites, and the Quakers, Wijsmuller organized a Kindertransport system that funneled train after train of endangered children out of Germany and occupied Austria. Most of them were Jewish and most went to foster homes in Great Britain. The children were recruited mainly through the Reich Representation of German Jews—an unofficial agency established by Jewish leaders in the early days of Nazi rule—and through a German Evangelical pastor named Heinrich Grüber. Every group of children had to be approved and processed by Nazi emigration officials.6


Staging points were at railway terminals in Berlin, Hamburg, Frankfurt, and, later, more remote places. Nazi officials insisted that the Kindertransport trains leave from secondary rail stations and at night, allegedly because German civilians would be enraged at seeing so many Jews in one place, but more likely to avoid arousing sympathy for the Jews among the German people. The tearful departures were heartrending to watch. “The people were behind gates, and the parents were telling the small children to get on the train,” an observer later recalled. “The children didn’t want to leave… and there was crying and it was bedlam.”7


Each child was allowed to carry a single suitcase and ten reichsmarks—the same pitiful amount of money that the Nazis allowed a Jewish adult to take when emigrating. Typically a child’s suitcase was crammed with clothes, family photographs, a picture book, and a favorite toy or beloved doll. Each child wore a card with his or her number on it, fastened to a string that was worn around the neck. Final good-byes and embraces were given in a rail station hallway, and many parents assured their children that the separation was to be only temporary. Most parents knew otherwise, however, and so did the older children. “Mama said that she thought she and papa would get to England in about six weeks, God willing…,” one Jewish girl later recounted. “A thought kept coming into my head: what if we never see each other again?” Some Jewish children—displaced by the Nazi violence of Kristallnacht—were already orphaned. “I was sitting all by myself,” one child, a teenager at the time, would later remember. “I had no parents—nobody… all I knew was that I was going away. I was going to England.” Then, suddenly, in a crowded rush, the children and their train were gone, leaving grieving parents standing forlornly in the railway station.8


Gestapo agents accompanied the trains to the Dutch border, often treating the Jewish children and their escorts with disdain and sometimes slowing progress with needless harassment. Wijsmuller dealt with them with efficiency and creativity, charming some, disarming others with authoritative assertiveness, and placating some with gifts—all depending on what she deemed the most effective tactic at the moment. Dutch and British officials also sometimes hampered the Kindertransport. Once, a Dutch customs agent balked at the paperwork accompanying some of Wijsmuller’s children, and announced that he was sending them all back to Germany. Knowing that a return to Germany would be a death sentence for the children, Wijsmuller responded boldly. She had heard passenger gossip that members of the Dutch royal family were aboard the train, and she used their presence to her advantage. Let my children in, she warned the stubborn official, or she would march down to the royal family’s railway car and report his uncooperative attitude. The agent relented, and the children went on to safety in Britain. Such actions made Wijsmuller an overnight legend within Germany’s endangered Jewish community, where she became known as “Tante Truus” (“Aunt Truus”). Every week, from December 1938 through the summer of 1939, she managed to dispatch trainloads of Jewish children out of Greater Germany to freedom and safety.9
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