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To the Memory of
The Six Million, the Survivors, and Those who Fought Back.





Prologue


Kibbutz Agam
Israel
November 1952


Below our tiny house, on the soccer field, my sons, Ari and Hanan, are kicking a ball. They aren’t bad, especially Hanan, who is five. Ari is a year younger, thinner, shyer. He doesn’t seem to like the body contact as much.


I’ll have to work with them. Teach them the moves, how to pass off, to feint, how to “head” the ball.


Watching them, I’m reminded of the way my brother Karl and I used to play in the little park opposite our home in Berlin. Our home was also my father’s medical office. Sometimes my father’s patients would stop under the shade trees and watch us.


I can still hear their voices—maybe Mr. Lowy, who was his patient for as long as I can remember—talking about us. Dr. Weiss’ kids. See the little guy? Rudi Weiss? He’ll be a professional someday.


Karl was three years older than I. Thin, quiet, never an athlete. He’d get tired. Or he’d want to finish a painting or read. I guess we both disappointed our father, Dr. Josef Weiss. But he was a gentle and thoughtful man. And he loved us too much to ever let us know.


***


All ended. All over. Karl and my parents and all of my family died in what is now called the holocaust. A fancy name for mass murder. I survived. And today, seated in this cinderblock bungalow above the Galilee—I see its dark-blue waters in the distance beyond the fields and peach orchards—I finish this chronicle of the family Weiss. In some ways, it is a chronicle of what happened to millions of the Jews of Europe—the six million victims, the handful who survived, those who fought back.


My wife, Tamar, an Israel-born sabra, helped me prepare this document. She is far better educated than I am. I barely finished high school in Berlin, being too busy playing soccer, or tennis, or roaming the streets with my friends.


Tamar attended the University of Michigan in the United States. She is a child psychologist and is fluent in five languages. I still have difficulty with Hebrew. But I am no longer a European. Israel is my country. I fought for her liberty in 1947, and I will fight again, and again, and whenever I am asked to. In my days as a partisan in the Ukraine, I learned that it is better to die with a gun in one’s hand than to submit to the murderer. I have taught this to Ari and Hanan, and, young as they are, they understand. Why should they not? Several times a week Syrian artillery from across the Jordan drops shells on Kibbutz Agam, or on some of our neighbors. Fifty meters from our little house there is an underground shelter, complete with beds, water, food, toilets. At least once a month the bombardments become sufficiently strong so that we must spend the night there.


My sons, Tamar and I sometimes watch our soldiers moving our own guns across the dusty roads below, to pay the Syrians in kind. More than once, my own unit has been called up to assist in “neutralizing” the enemy artillery. I find no pleasure in these duties, but I do them willingly. Nor am I overjoyed at the necessity of teaching small children, infants, about the need to battle for one’s life. But I have learned a great deal about survival and I would be less than a good father if I did not impart this knowledge to them early. Already they know not to yield, not to bow one’s head.


***


The information I collected for this narrative about my family came from many sources. Twice during my summer vacations I visited Europe. (I’m employed as athletic director at the local high school, and like all members of the Agam community I am required to turn my entire salary over to the kibbutz; however, special grants of funds are sometimes made, and Tamar’s parents helped me.) I corresponded with many people who knew my parents, my brother Karl, and my Uncle Moses. I have met scores of survivors of the camps here in Israel, people from the Warsaw ghetto. Tamar assisted me in translating most of the material, and with much of the writing.


A major source for information on my brother Karl came from his widow, a Christian woman named Inga Helms Weiss, who is now living in England.


Approximately a year ago, hearing about my search for the story of my family, a man named Kurt Dorf wrote to me. He was a German civilian engineer attached to the German army, and he had been a prominent witness for the prosecution at the Nuremberg trials. He had located the diaries of his nephew, an SS officer named Erik Dorf. Kurt Dorf was kind enough to send me a copy of his nephew’s lengthy, detailed account. These diaries are of a fragmented and desultory nature. Oftentimes, Erik Dorf did not even date his entries, but fortunately he did mention enough places and dates in his rambling account so that I have been able to determine at least the month for each entry. There is a gap between the years 1935 and 1938. The material from this period has apparently been lost or destroyed.


I have interspersed sections of these diaries with the account of my family’s destruction. It seems to me (and Tamar) that the motives of the murderers are of as great importance to us as the fate of the victims.


I never knew Major Erik Dorf, but in one of those crazy coincidences with which those dreadful years are filled, he and his wife had at one time been my father’s patients in Berlin. Three years after my father had taken care of him and his family, this same Erik Dorf was signing orders and establishing procedures that would lead to the murder of Karl, my parents, my Uncle Moses—and six million other innocents.


It seems unbelievable that it is only seven years since the nightmare ended, since we were delivered from the murky hell of Nazi Europe. Tamar says that actually we are never delivered from this tragedy. Our children, and our children’s children, must be told about it. And so must the children of the world.


Forgive, Ben-Gurion once said, but never forget. I am not quite ready for forgiveness. Perhaps I never will be.





I


THE
FAMILY
WEISS


 



Rudi Weiss’ Story


On August 8, 1935, my older brother Karl and a Catholic girl named Inga Helms were married. They were both twenty-one years old.


Clearly, I remember the hot summer sun over Berlin. Not a breeze stirred the leaves of the poplars and oaks in the beautiful garden of the Golden Hart restaurant. The restaurant was famous for its outdoor dining—white trellises heavy with grape vines, statues, fountains, and a thick lawn. Our wedding party had been given a private area, between high dark-green hedges.


I was then seventeen. My sister Anna was thirteen, the baby of the family. Vaguely, I recall her teasing me, and my chasing her, almost pushing her into the fountain. We came back to the long linen-covered table, with its bowls of fruit, champagne and ice cream, and with the wedding cake, and we were mildly reprimanded by my mother.


“A little decorum, children,” she said. “Rudi, your tie? What did you do with it?”


“It’s too hot, Mama.”


“Please put it on. This is a formal occasion.”


Of course I did, if a bit unwillingly. My mother had a commanding manner. She always got us to obey. When we were little, she sometimes spanked us. My father, on the other hand, Dr. Josef Weiss, was so gentle, easygoing, and preoccupied with his patients that he never, as far as I can recall, criticized us or bawled us out, let alone struck us.


There was an accordionist present, and I remember him playing Strauss waltzes, lively airs from Rosenkavalier and Fledermaus. But no one was dancing and I knew why.


We were Jews, already a marked people. Thousands of Jews had already left Germany, their businesses and properties stolen by the Nazis. There had been outbreaks of beatings on the street, humiliations, demonstrations. But we had stayed on. My mother always insisted that Hitler was “another politician,” an upstart who would be put in his place soon enough. She was certain that things would get better. Her family had been in the country for centuries, and she felt more German than any flag-waving bully in the street.


Still, the uneasiness at the wedding table was for more reasons than our Jewishness. The two families, the Helmses and the Weisses, really did not know each other. The Helmses were rather plain people. Inga’s father was a machinist, a flat-faced shy man. Not a bad sort, I suppose. His wife was a modest woman, rather pretty, in the same way Inga was—long-faced, blond, with clear blue eyes. Inga had a younger brother, who was about my age. His name was Hans Helms, and I knew him from soccer games. He was one of those athletes who puts up a great show when he’s winning, but folds when he’s pressed. We’d played opposite each other a few times, and I’d gotten the best of him. When I mentioned the games, he claimed he didn’t recall them. He was a private in the German army and was wearing his uniform that day.


Inga suddenly kissed my brother on the lips—perhaps to break the dull silence around the table. My brother looked embarrassed. Karl was thin, tall, a dark young man with thoughtful eyes. He had met Inga at the Academy of Commercial Art. She was the secretary to the director of the school, Karl a prize student.


My mother felt Karl was marrying beneath him. The humble working-class family seated opposite us confirmed her views that hot August day.


But Berta Weiss did not reckon with Inga’s unbreakable will. (My mother’s was fairly strong, but Karl’s love for Inga would not bend to it.) And they were truly, deeply in love. I think Karl saw in Inga strength, determination, a vigorous and vivacious girl, the kind of woman he needed. He was a worrying, pessimistic man, not at all like Anna and me.


“Kiss me once more,” Inga said.


“I’m not used to it yet… in public,” Karl said.


She seized him, kissed him, brushing back her veil. She was lovely in her lace and silk gown, the little crown of daisies on her head.


Anna and I began to applaud. I whistled through two fingers. This seemed to relax the Helms family. They smiled hesitantly. Hans Helms winked at me—man to man.


On our side of the table were my parents, my father’s younger brother Moses, who had come from Warsaw for the wedding, and my mother’s parents, my grandparents, Mr. and Mrs. Max Palitz. My grandfather was quite a man—white-haired, stiff-backed, decorated by the Kaiser for heroism in the war of 1914–1918. He ran a bookshop. He always said that he had no fear of the Nazis, that Germany was his country, too.


My mother was by far the most elegant person at the wedding party—slender, in a light-blue gown, white gloves, a big white hat. She touched my father’s arm.


“Josef,” my mother said. “It’s traditional for the father to make a toast.”


“Oh yes… of course.”


Papa got to his feet slowly. His mind seemed elsewhere, as if he were worried about a patient’s loss of weight, a hospital case, a woman who had died of cancer weeks ago. His practice had been reduced to the ill and the poor, Jews only, the ones who had not had the money or foresight to leave. He treated all of them with the same consideration he would have shown a Rothschild.


My father held up his champagne glass. People rose. Anna nudged me. “I’m going to get drunk, Rudi. The first time.”


“You’ll get sick first,” I said.


“Children,” my mother said softly. “Papa is about to make a toast.”


“Yes, yes,” my father said. “To the happy couple. My new daughter, Inga Helms Weiss, and my son Karl. May God grant them long life and happiness.”


I tried to lead a cheer, but the Helms family still didn’t seem very cheerful. The accordionist struck up another tune. More champagne was poured. Inga forced Karl to kiss her again—lips apart, their eyes shut in passion.


My father toasted our new in-laws. Then he introduced my mother’s parents, the Palitzes, greeted the Helms family by name, and introduced my Uncle Moses.


“Enough introductions, Josef, and more champagne,” my grandfather said. “You make it sound like a medical lecture.”


A few people laughed.


There was a burly man seated next to Mr. Helms who did not smile. I saw under his lapel a hakenkreuz pin—what the English and Americans call a swastika. His name was Heinz Muller, and he worked in the factory with Mr. Helms. And when my Uncle Moses, a shy, plain man, had been introduced, I heard this Muller whisper to Inga’s father, “Hear that, Helms? Moses.”


I made believe I was arguing with Anna and kept an ear tuned to what this fellow was saying. He asked Hans, “Anyone try to talk your sister out of this?”


“Sure,” Hans Helms said. “But you know how she is when she makes her mind up about something.”


Brother knew sister. Inga had set her sights on Karl, and now she had him. She had overcome the opposition of her own family and of my family, and the atmosphere of the times, and she had married Karl, in a civil wedding so as to offend no one’s sensibilities. For all her strength, I sensed a tenderness and compassion in her. She was, for example, very close to Anna and me, interested in our schoolwork, our hobbies. She had begun to teach Anna needlepoint work; had watched me play soccer. And she treated my parents with the utmost respect. (My mother kept her at a distance, I might add, and continued to do so for a few years.)


It was now Mr. Helms’ turn to propose toasts. He got to his feet, a stubby man in a shapeless suit, and offered praise to all, ending with a tribute to his son Hans, in the service of “the glorious Fatherland.”


This intrigued my grandfather, Mr. Palitz, whose eyes lit up. He smiled at Hans. “What branch, son?”


“Infantry.”


“I was infantry myself. Captain in the Second Machine-gun Regiment. Iron Cross, First Class.” He fingered the boutonnière he always wore. It was as if he were saying to all of them, “Please notice. I am a Jew, and a good German, and as patriotic as anyone here.”


I heard Muller mutter to Hans, “Wouldn’t be allowed to clean an army latrine today.”


Grandpa didn’t hear him, but there was a moment of strain. Inga suggested we dance to Tales from the Vienna Woods. People got up to waltz.


Anna tugged at my elbow. “Come on, Rudi, dance.”


“I can’t stand your perfume.”


“I don’t use any. I am naturally sweet.”


She stuck her tongue out at me, and turned to Uncle Moses. I’d gotten up to stretch, and I could hear my father talking to his brother.


“I know what you’re thinking, Moses,” my father was saying apologetically. “No religious ceremony. No breaking of the glass. Don’t think ill of us. The boys were bar-mitzvah’d. Berta and I still attend synagogue on the holidays.”


“Josef, you need not apologize to me.”


Anna was persistent. “Uncle Moses! Dance with me!” She dragged him to the lawn under the summer trees. I can remember the way the sunlight and the shade formed checkered patterns on the dancers.


“Are you happy?” my father asked my mother.


“If Karl is happy, I am.”


“You haven’t answered me.”


“I gave you as good an answer as I can.”


“They are fine people,” my father said. “And Karl loves her so much. She’ll be good for him. A strong woman.”


“So I have noticed, Josef.”


I made believe I was a bit tipsy, wandered around the table, and caught scraps of conversation. Muller was holding forth again, talking in a low voice with Mr. Helms, Hans and some of their relatives.


“Too bad you couldn’t have made Inga wait a few months,” Muller was saying. “The party bigshots tell me new laws are in the works. No mixed marriages. Might have saved you a lot of heartache.”


“Oh, they aren’t like the others,” Mr. Helms said. “You know… physician… old man a war hero…”


Suddenly Hans Helms was seized with a fit of coughing. He’d been smoking a cigar and he seemed to be strangling on it.


My father, who was waltzing with my mother, left her and came running to Hans. Quickly, he forced Hans to swallow a cup of tea. Amazingly, the seizure stopped.


“An old remedy,” my father said. “Tea counteracts the nicotine. Something I learned when I was a medical student.”


The Helms party looked at my father curiously. I could almost read their minds. Jew. Doctor. Intelligent. Polite.


“Exactly what kind of a doctor are you, Dr. Weiss?” Muller asked arrogantly.


“A good one,” I shouted. I wanted to add, “None of your damned business.”


“Rudi!” my mother said. “Manners!”


“I’m in general practice,” my father replied. “A small private clinic on Groningstrasse.”


Hans collapsed into a chair. His eyes were tearing, his collar open. His mother was patting his blond head. “Poor Hans. I hope they treat him well in the army.”


My father tried a little joke. “If they don’t, you have a physician in the family now. I make night calls, also.”


Inga and Karl kept dancing, floating, joyful. So did a few other couples. My grandfather sat down opposite young Helms.


“Guess it’s changed since my day,” Grandpa Palitz said.


“I guess so,” Hans said. “Were you in combat?”


“Combat? How did you think I got my Iron Cross? Verdun, Chemins des Dames, Metz. I went through it all.”


Mrs. Helms looked uneasy. “Let’s pray there are no more wars.”


“I’ll drink to that, madame,” my grandfather said.


Muller sat down next to Hans. There was a vague smile on his face as he studied my grandfather’s white head.


“Understand your son-in-law was born in Warsaw,” he said suddenly. “Still technically a Polish citizen.” “What of it?”


“Just wondering where your family loyalties are, considering the international situation.”


“I don’t give a damn about politics,” Grandpa Palitz said.


My mother, overhearing him as she danced, came back to the table. The music stopped for a moment. Inga and Karl and my father also gathered around.


“We don’t discuss politics,” my mother said firmly. “My husband considers himself as German as I do. He went to medical school here and he’s practiced here.”


“No offense, madame,” Muller said. Again, that flat, cold smile widened his mouth. It was a smile I was to encounter in so many of them over the years. Look at the photos of the end of the Warsaw ghetto. And you will see this smile on the faces of the conquerors, the murderers of women and children. Study the photographs of the naked women lined up outside the chambers at Auschwitz, then see the faces of the armed guards. Smiling. Always some strange humor moves them to smile. Why? Is it a smile of shame? Are they hiding their guilt with laughter? I doubt it. Perhaps it is nothing more than the essence of evil; a distillation of everything that is vile and destructive in man.


Tamar, my wife, who is a psychologist, shrugs her shoulders when I talk of this. “They smile because they smile,” she says, with a sabra’s cynicism. “It is funny to them when others suffer and die.”


My father now supported my mother’s reluctance to discuss politics with Muller or any of the Helms family. In his polite way, he said he was an expert only on things like influenza, and setting fractures; politics were not his field.


But Grandpa Palitz was not the man to take a hint. He leaned across the table—summer wasps and bees now buzzed around the fruit and the melting ice cream—and leveled his pipe at Muller and Helms.


“Hindenberg, there was a man for you,” Grandpa said.


“A patriot, yes,” Muller said. “But old-fashioned. Behind the times.”


“Bah!” my grandfather said. “We need a few like him today. Some honest generals. The army should run that gang right out of office.”


Muller’s eyes were almost closed. “What gang?”


“You know who I’m talking about. A few good army men could handle them in an afternoon.”


Again, there was an embarrassed silence. My parents were shaking their heads. Mama touched her father’s arm. “Not today, Papa, please.”


Inga came to the rescue. In her lilting voice she said, “I can’t believe it, Karl! The militarists are all on your side of the family!”


People laughed. My father made a joke about Grandpa reenlisting. Mr. and Mrs. Helms and their son were silent. Muller started to whisper something in Mr. Helms’ ear, then stopped.


Inga tried to liven up the wedding party. “Why don’t we all sing? What would anyone like to sing?”


She gestured to the accordion player to join us. Soon Inga was making people get to their feet, gather in a circle.


Inga had this power, this gift, of getting things done, of influencing people—not cruelly, or by playing the domineering female, but by the gayness and liveliness of her personality. She seemed to enjoy every moment of her life, and she had the gift of transferring this joy to others. Once she took Anna and me to the zoo for the day, and I cannot remember enjoying the animals so much, walking until my feet ached, but happy to be with her and with Karl. Yet oddly, she was not a well-educated girl—business school was the limit of her training—and she was not effusive, or loud, or boisterous. She was quite simply alive, loved life, and made one feel the same way.


“Do you know the Lorelei?” asked my mother.


The accordion player bowed his head. “I’m sorry, madame. But Heine…”


“Heine is forbidden?” my mother asked, incredulous.


“You see, the party’s musical department says—”


“Please,” my mother said.


“Go on,” Inga said. She kissed the musician on his forehead. “You must play it for a bride. I love it.”


He began to play. Karl put his arm around Inga, Inga put her arm around my father, and so on. But the Helms family, while joining in the song, seemed a bit apart from us. The old melody, the old words lingered in the hot, summery air.




I do not know why this confronts me,
  This Sadness, this echo of pain,
A curious legend still haunts me,
  Still haunts and obsesses my brain…





Uncle Moses nudged me as I walked by. “I’d have preferred to have heard Raisins and Almonds.”


I had no idea what he was talking about. He was a kind and devoted man, but he was—different. Polish Jews, my mother often said (not in any critical way), were just different.


“Singing is boring,” Anna said. “Look what I brought along.”


She had a kid’s soccer ball, and she bounced it off my head. Soon I was chasing her, and we were kicking the ball on the lawn in back of the restaurant. I teased her, pushing the ball past her, faking her out of position, every now and then letting her get the best of me. Once she slipped on the grass and went down.


“You did that on purpose,” Anna cried.


“An accident!”


“I’ll show you, you rat!”


And she kicked the ball over my head—and into a group of men dining in a protected little area of the garden.


I ran after it. Then I stopped. One of the men had picked the ball up and was holding it out. “Yours, kid?”


“Yes,” I said.


There were three of them. Youngish, sort of heavy. All wore the brown shirts, baggy brown trousers and black boots of the Storm Troopers. Each wore a swastika armband—the black spiked cross in a white circle, the rest of the band scarlet. I looked at their faces. Ordinary Berlin faces, men you might see in any beer garden on any Sunday, drinking beer, smoking. Except for the uniforms.


I knew who they were, and what they thought of us, and what they were doing to us. Just a year ago, I’d gotten into a street fight with some of them. I’d got my eye blackened, knocked one of them down, and then I’d run like the wind, over fences and into alleys to escape them.


“What are you looking at, kid?” the man who held the ball asked.


“Nothing.”


Anna was several yards behind me. She saw them too, and she began to back away. I wanted to say to her, Don’t, don’t show them you’re afraid, they don’t know we’re Jews. Her face was pale and she kept moving away. She seemed to understand, perhaps better than I did, that these were our enemies, that nothing we did, or said, or pretended to be, could save us from that blind, unreasoning hate. Yet the men now seemed indifferent to us.


The ball was booted at me. I hit it with my head, in a perfect arc, and when it came down, I kicked it toward Anna. I had the feeling of a narrow escape, although from what I was not sure.


Anna and I stopped under the shade of a laurel tree. We looked again at the three Storm Troopers.


“The wedding party’s ruined,” she said.


“No it isn’t,” I said. “They’re nothing to us.”


We could hear our family and the Helmses, singing on the other side of the hedges.


“Come on,” I said. “I’ll play goalie and you try to kick it past me.”


“No. I don’t want to play soccer, and I don’t want to sing.”


She ran off. I tossed the ball gently at her and hit her in the backside. Normally Anna, spunky, always ready to tease, would have turned and tried to get even with me. But she just kept running. I looked once more at the men in brown shirts, and I wondered to myself whether we should all be running.


Erik Dorf’s Diary


Berlin
September 1935


Marta complained again today of fatigue. She has not been right since Laura’s birth. I insisted she see a doctor.


Having just moved into this tiny flat in this quarter (where I lived years ago as a boy), I recalled a certain Dr. Josef Weiss on Groningstrasse. My parents had used him, and sure enough, his office is still there in a four-story limestone building. He and his family still live in the upper stories, and his clinic occupies the ground floor.


Dr. Weiss, a soft-spoken, rather weary-looking man, examined Marta thoroughly, and then, as gently as possible, said that he suspected she had a slight systolic murmur. Marta and I must have looked shocked, but he assured us it was of a minor nature, probably connected with her anemia. He prescribed something to strengthen her blood, and told her not to overexert herself.


As he chatted with her, I studied the dark paneled walls of his office. Diplomas. Certificates. Photographs of wife and children, including one of a young bridal couple. It makes no difference to me, but I remember my parents saying that Dr. Weiss was a Jew, but a very fine one.


The physician, learning that we had two small children at home, suggested a maid a few days a week, and Marta—without shame—told him we could not afford one. He replied that she need not be the perfect Berlin housewife, scrubbing and cleaning all day, although moderate exercise was good for her.


As we were about to leave, he halted me at the door to his waiting room, and remarked that he had once had patients named Dorf. Was I possibly related? I acknowledged that my father had indeed been his patient when I was a small boy, some twelve years ago.


Dr. Weiss seemed touched. He remembered my parents well. Mrs. Weiss used to buy bread and cake from the bakery of Klaus Dorf. How happy he was to see me again! Why hadn’t I mentioned it at the start?


Marta lifted her chin, and with that peculiar North German pride of hers, remarked that her husband, Erik Dorf, lawyer, did not like to ask special favors—of anyone. She didn’t say it cruelly, or to put the doctor in his place. She was merely setting the record straight.


In any event, Dr. Weiss was certainly not offended and he chatted on—how he had cured me of chicken pox when I was six, how he had seen my mother through a severe bout of pneumonia. And how, he asked, were they now? I told him my father was dead, that he had lost the store during the depression, and that my mother was living with relatives in Munich.


He was moved by this, I could see, and said how sad it was that so many good people were hurt during those years. Suddenly he said, “And those wonderful, crusty stollen. On Thursdays?”


I could not help smiling. “Wednesdays. I used to deliver them.”


He seemed almost reluctant to let us leave, as if the memories of my parents’ humble bakery, my youthful services as delivery boy, were pleasing recollections. Marta made a point of saying how far I’d come—a lawyer, paying my way through the university. The doctor agreed. Then we departed through the waiting room. I noticed that his patients seemed, for the most part, poor people.


Later, we sat in a small park and I read the help-wanted advertisements, as I had done for a long time. Night watchman. Warehouseman. Clerk. Hardly anything for a bright young attorney, especially with two young children and a wife to support. Marta has talked of taking a job, but I won’t hear of it. We have no grandparents or other relatives to look after the children, and quite frankly, she isn’t trained for anything. Her old fashioned parents in Bremen thought it improper for women to go to work. She was raised to marry, bear children, cook and go to church.


I remarked that I might have trouble paying the doctor bills, and she responded that if Dr. Weiss was so happy to see me again, and even recalled my father’s stollen, he’d certainly trust me until I found work. Marta is ever the optimist, the planner, the one who looks ahead and sees things getting better.


I’m not that way. Ever since I saw my father lose his business, his store, his self-confidence, and finally his life, I have tended to hide my native moroseness beneath a false cheerful facade. My appearance helps—slender, tall, fair. Marta and I make an attractive couple—she petite and blond, with excellent bearing and graceful hands.


Although it was an extravagance, what with our bills mounting, I bought vanilla ice cream cones for us, and we strolled through the small park. Marta, gently at first, then a bit more firmly, began to lecture me. I am too shy, too self-effacing. I don’t brag to people that I graduated in the top tenth of my law-school class. Why?


How can I explain to her that in my shame over my father’s failure, I find it hard to brag, to thrust myself forward?


She tossed her half-finished cone into a trash bin, and looked annoyed. “You reject my suggestions all the time,” she said. “Erik, please…”


I knew what she wanted, what she wants. I have told her a dozen times I do not want to be a policeman. An uncle of hers has a connection with General Reinhard Heydrich, who is rumored to be one of the most powerful of all the rising new political leaders—heading up the Gestapo, SS and other security services. Marta has never hesitated to say that she thinks I should at least talk to this powerful man. Thousands of young Germans, university men, would give ten years of their life for such a chance. But I am not even a party member. Nor is Marta. We are rather nonpolitical people. Oh, we see every day how things are improving—more jobs, the currency stabilized, factories running. But politics are beyond me.


I have told her that my father may have even been a Socialist at one time. The Nazis would surely find out. What then?


But this time, in the park, she was adamant. She said I would hurt her poor heart, that I owed it to the children, that perhaps what was wrong with me was that I was not more wholeheartedly in step with the new Germany. I reminded her that for the past few years I have slaved over law books, worked part-time in an insurance firm, barely managed to keep my health and my sanity, and hence have small time for politicians, or parades, or rallies.


In the end she won. I agreed to ask her uncle to make an appointment for me with Heydrich. After all, I love and respect Marta, and perhaps she is sharper than I am in realizing that the new government offers new opportunities.


And so we put our arms around each other’s backs, and like young lovers, walked down the tree-lined street. At a kiosk I glanced at the posters—Hitler in knight’s armor, warnings not to buy from Jews, exhortations to all to work harder. Maybe he’s right.


***


Today, September 20, I was ushered into Reinhard Heydrich’s office for an interview.


He is a tall, handsome, impressive man. No man is better suited to wear the black uniform of the SS. He holds several posts—chief of the Gestapo, chief of the Security Service. He reports directly to Reichsführer Himmler, the head of the SS, the “army within an army,” that loyal legion of men sworn to uphold Nazi doctrine, racial purity, the security of Germany.


As Heydrich read my curriculum vitae, I studied him. He was a wonderful athlete, I’ve heard (he still is a superb physical specimen), and an accomplished violinist. In fact, a violin rested on a stand nearby. A Mozart cantata was open. I know a little about him—former naval officer, organizer for the party, a brilliant theoretician, a man with a deep belief in the need for security and order, and the limitless power of a police force.


His manner was polite. I saw nothing in him to explain the street rumors I’ve heard (from left-wing types who attended law school with me) that in the party he is known as “the evil young god of death.” How wrong people can be! I saw a refined, intelligent man, thirty-one years old.


Abruptly, he looked up and asked me what made me think I was suited for work in the SS special branches he commanded, such as the Security Service or the Gestapo.


To be candid, I did not know what to say, so I took the easiest way out. I told him the truth. “Sir, I need a job,” I said.


This amused him. At once he revealed the kind of insightful man he is—seeing through people clearly, aware of motives, prescient, a born psychologist. He replied that I had given him a frank and refreshing answer. All sorts of frauds and fakes came to him for jobs, and here was I, a bright young lawyer, making no long speeches about my love of Fatherland and Führer, but merely after a job.


Was he taunting me? No, he was sincere. Still, there was something mocking in his metallic blue eyes, and when he turned back my way, it was as if I were looking at a different person. The two sides of his face—a handsome face—seemed disparate, mismatched. Was he enjoying some kind of inner joke, some cynical laughter, at my expense? I’m not certain.


Heydrich talked about the party, the new government, the end of the corrupt and inefficient parliament. He told me that police power, properly used, is the true power of the state. I suppose I should have argued. I learned other notions in law school. What about courts? The legal process? Human rights? But I was too awed by him to respond.


“Given modern technical knowledge, and the patriotism of the German people,” he said, “there are no limits to what we can do, no enemies who can overcome us.”


I must have looked confused, for he laughed, and asked me if I really knew the distinctions between the SS, the SD, the Gestapo, the RSHA. When I confessed I did not, he laughed out loud and slapped the table. “Splendid, Dorf. We have trouble keeping them apart ourselves sometimes. No matter. They all report to me, and of course to our beloved Reichsführer, Herr Himmler.”


He then asked me how I felt about Jews, and I answered that I had never given them much thought. Again, he turned the hard, crooked side of his face toward me. Quickly, I added that I certainly agreed that they had an influence far out of proportion to their numbers in such fields as journalism, commerce, banking and the professions, and that perhaps this was bad for Germany and for the Jews themselves.


Heydrich nodded. He then launched on a major thesis of his—an expansion on the Führer’s own words in Mein Kampf. Some of it was hard to follow, but it seemed to boil down to the fact that just as Bolshevism, to succeed in Russia, needed a class enemy, so the Nazi movement, to succeed in Germany, needs a racial enemy. Hence the Jews.


I said, “But surely, they are an enemy.”


Heydrich had cleverly maneuvered me exactly into the position he wanted me to be in—indeed the attitude which he hopes eventually all Germans of all ranks and stations and beliefs will accept. The Jews are not only a tool toward domination, they are in fact, and by all historical evidence, enemies.


Now he warmed to his subject. He quoted Mein Kampf, the involvement of Jews in every form of human corruption, their betrayal of Germany in the World War, their control of the banks and foreign capital, their dominance in Bolshevism.


My head was swimming, but I have always had the knack of looking interested, of agreeing with a nod, an interjection, a smile. He was enjoying his lecture, and I did not dare to interrupt. At one point I was tempted to ask how Jews could be both Bolsheviks and capitalists. But I prudently held my tongue.


“Mark me, Dorf,” he said. “We’ll solve a multitude of problems—political, social, economic, military and above all racial—by coming down hard on the Chosen People.”


I confessed this was new ground for me. But recalling Marta’s admonition, I said I had an open mind.


This pleased him. Even when I confessed I was not a party member, had not worn a uniform since my scouting days, he seemed indifferent, responding that any fool could wear a uniform, but he needed good minds, good organizers around him. He said that the party and the SS had their fill of hoodlums, hacks, eccentrics. He was trying to build an efficient organization. “Then am I to assume, sir, that I’m hired?”


He nodded in affirmation, and I felt a sudden thrill, as if I had crossed a barrier, climbed a mountain.


Then he told me I’d be inducted, sworn in as soon as the usual security check was run on me. A steely tone entered his voice. For a second I feared him. Then he laughed, and said, “I must assume you wouldn’t dare come in here unless you were lily-white.”


“I suspect I am, sir,” I said.


“Good. Go down to personnel and fill out the necessary forms.”


As I was leaving, he called me back. “You know, Dorf, I stick my neck out with you. Hitler once said he wouldn’t rest until it was a disgrace for any German to be a lawyer.”


He saw me flinch, and added, “I’m teasing. Heil Hitler, Dorf.”


I found it very easy to respond. “Heil Hitler,” I said.


***


Yesterday evening, September 26, I put on the black uniform of the SS for the first time. Later that night I took the blood oath:




I swear by God this holy oath, that I will render to Adolf Hitler, Führer of the German Nation and People, Supreme Commander of the Armed Services, unconditional obedience, and I am ready as a brave soldier to risk my life at any time for this oath.





I have been given the rank of lieutenant, and assigned to a minor post in Heydrich’s headquarters. The truth is, I am much more than a glorified clerk, a low-level aide to Reinhard Tristan Eugene Heydrich. A great deal of my time is spent untangling the relationships between the Gestapo, the SD, the RSHA, and other branches of the SS. Heydrich mockingly tells me that he prefers keeping it muddled, as long as everyone knows he is the boss.


Marta helped me put on my black tunic, black breeches and black boots. I jammed my Luger into my leather holster and felt like an idiot. Marta brought the children from the bedroom to admire their father. Peter is now five, Laura three. Marta, who has always favored Peter, lifted him up. One look at the high-crowned black cap and he burst into tears!


I had a sudden strange concern. Have I done the right thing? Of course, no importance can be attached to a child bawling at the sight of his father in a new costume. Perfectly natural. But Marta was annoyed with him when he howled again and retreated. He and little Laura tearfully watched me, peeking from behind the door.


I said to Marta I hoped I would not have to wear the rig all the time. We aren’t at war. Why strut about eternally in jackboots?


“But you must,” she said. “People will respect you. The local merchants will know who you are. I’ll get the best cuts of meat, the best fruits and vegetables. If you have power, use it.”


I said nothing. It had never occurred to me that one of the benefits of wearing an SS uniform would be thicker veal chops, riper melons. But Marta has always been a farseeing woman. The weakness in her heart has never affected her sharpness nor her intelligence.


Once more I tried to reach for Peter to kiss him good night. But he ran from me. As I kissed Marta and left, for the induction ceremony at headquarters, I could not help but recall the scene in the Iliad where Hector puts on his burnished helmet with its plume. His wife, Andromache, holds up their son to admire him, and the child screams in terror. Screaming and frightened at the aspect of his own father.


Peter’s reaction disturbs me. I do not conceive of myself as man whose own children run from him.


Rudi Weiss’ Story


In the three years, between 1935 and 1938, the slow strangling of Jewish life in Germany continued. We did not leave. My mother kept insisting things would “get better;” my father gave in to her.


Anna had been forced to leave school, and now attended a private Jewish school. She was a superb student, much smarter (I felt) than either Karl or myself. Karl kept painting, struggling to make a living, shut out from almost all commercial work. Inga, ever devoted to him, worked as a secretary and was the main support of their marriage. Myself? I helped around the house, played soccer in a semi-pro league. We barely managed to get by.


My father’s patients, it was now evident, were those who, like us, had not had the foresight to leave.


Erik Dorf’s Diary


Berlin
November 1938


Some routine files, reports from neighborhood informants, came across my desk today and I saw a familiar name—Dr. Josef Weiss.


Frankly, it was a break in the rather boring jobs I’ve been given. I do get to attend meetings with Heydrich now and then, but I’m rarely privy to top-level decisions. I try not to complain, though, I’m efficient, well-organized, and Heydrich knows he can depend on me to follow up on his orders. “Give it to Dorf,” he often says when he wants a memorandum simplified, or made readable, or properly worded.


I really have no complaints. Marta’s heart condition seems to have stabilized. The children are healthy. We eat well.


The sight of Dr. Weiss’ name today, November 6, was what made me think of Marta’s improved health, and that visit we made to his office three years ago. I read the notation, a report from a minor official who lived across the street from the Weiss clinic.




Dr. Josef Weiss, a Jew practicing medicine at Groningstrasse, 19, has been treating at least one Aryan patient. This is a violation of the Nuremberg Laws and should be looked into. The woman in question is a Fraulein Gutmann, who has been observed going into his office.





This is trivial stuff. Normally I would have bucked it to a local official of the RSHA, the department that deals with the Jewish question.


I mulled over the report for a while. Was it any of my business? Oh, I am committed to our program, and I accept Heydrich’s views on the Jewish problem. I have reread Mein Kampf and digested it again, accepting in the main its arguments against the Jews’ eternal threat to Germany, and I suppose I should not have let an old loyalty to a doctor interfere. So I’m not sure why I did what I did today. Perhaps, I told myself, as I changed from my uniform to a plain gray suit, I owe Dr. Weiss a favor.


His waiting room looked dingier than I remembered. Paint flaked from the ceiling and walls. An old Orthodox Jew was sitting there, and a young couple. I knocked on the frosted glass door. Dr. Weiss opened it. He had on his white coat. He looked older, his face lined, and he had turned quite gray. He asked me to wait a moment. He was examining someone.


Then he recognized me. “My goodness,” he said. “It’s Mr. Dorf. Do come in.” He told the patient to wait outside.


Again I glanced at the photographs on the wall—his wife, his children, the wedding picture. I studied the younger children. The boy looked rugged, tough. He wore a soccer shirt.


“My younger boy, Rudi,” the physician said. “Played center for Tempelhof. A great athlete. Maybe you’ve heard of him.”


I shook my head, and tried to suppress a certain sorrow. The doctor was bragging about his son, his ruggedness, his athletic skills, something we Germans respect—almost as if pleading to be accepted for something other than what he is.


He asked how Marta was, if I had come to talk about her, and I had to cut him short. I could not let past associations intrude. I showed him my badge, identifying me as a lieutenant in the SS, Berlin headquarters.


His face turned grayish, his smile left, and he asked if he had done anything wrong. A momentary guilt washed over me. Why should anyone persecute this man? As far as I know, he is the essence of decency. (Heydrich would answer that one can never tell with Jews; they hide their evil plans behind a facade of good works and charity.)


I told him of the report that he was treating an Aryan woman. He admitted it. She was a former maid, Fraulein Gutmann, and he treated her gratis. It made no difference, I said, he had to stop. Dr. Weiss said he would. Then, trying to disarm me, he reminded me that he had once treated many Christians, including my family.


I realized at that moment what Heydrich means by steeling oneself to certain deeds. Times have changed, I said. Old customs are gone. For his good as much as ours. I impressed on him that I didn’t normally run such errands, warning Jews, that I was an administrator.


He forced a smile. “I see. You’re a specialist. You don’t make house calls.”


I got up. “Don’t treat the woman again. Restrict your practice to Jews.”


He followed me to the glass doors. Before opening it, he said, “All this is beyond my comprehension. I was your family doctor. I was concerned about your wife’s health.”


I stopped him. “Why haven’t you left Germany? You’re no pauper. Get out.”


He opened the door slightly, and I could see the people in his waiting room. “Jews get ill and need medical care,” he said. “If all the doctors left, what then? It’s the poor and the old who have lingered here.”


“Things will not get easier for you.”


“How much worse can they get? We are no longer citizens. We have no legal rights. Our property is confiscated. We are at the mercy of street bullies. I can’t belong to a hospital. I can’t get drugs. In the name of humanity, what else can you do to us?”


Heydrich is right about the dangers of getting too close to Jews. They have that habit of appealing, whining, ingratiating themselves. Although I must admit that Dr. Weiss bore himself with dignity.


“You must not come to me for help,” I said.


“Not even on the basis of an old doctor-patient relationship? I considered your parents decent people. I have reason to believe they respected me.”


I shook my head. “I bear you no personal malice. Take my advice and get out.”


***


As I left I heard a piano playing somewhere in the house. I think my father once mentioned that the doctor’s wife is an accomplished pianist. She was playing Mozart.


Rudi Weiss’ Story


November 1938, and we were still in Berlin. Looking back, I find it hard to blame my mother. Or anyone in our family. We stayed. We suffered for it. Who—except a few—understood the horrors that awaited us?


I remember the endless discussions. Stay. Leave. It will get better. We have a friend here. Some influence there.


My mother and my sister Anna were playing a Mozart duet one day when my father came trudging upstairs. I knew his tread. Not a big man, but a strong one. He let my mother and Anna finish the piece on the Bechstein, then applauded. Anna made believe she was angry. The piece was a new one they’d learned; it was supposed to be a surprise for my father’s birthday.


I was sitting in the corner of the living room reading the sports pages. Ever since my childhood it had been the only part of the paper that interested me. My parents, annoyed with my poor schoolwork, often said I had learned to read only so I could know the soccer scores, who won the prize fights.


“It was beautiful,” my father said. He kissed Anna. “I will love it even more on my birthday. Anna, you’ll be a better pianist than Mama some day.” He patted her hair. “Sweetheart, Mama and I must talk. Can you leave us, please?”


Anna pouted. “I bet I know what about.” In a singsong, she said, “Are we leaving or are we staying?”


Somehow I was allowed to remain. Perhaps they felt I was old enough to listen. My father stoked his pipe, sat down across from the Bechstein. “Remember the Dorf family?” he asked my mother.


“The baker. The ones who owed you all that money, then moved without ever paying their bills.”


“Their son was just here.”


“To pay old debts?”


“Hardly. Young Dorf is an officer in the Security Service. He warned me not to treat Aryans, and said I should get out of the country.”


I made believe I was riveted to the sports page, but I listened. My father seemed perplexed, more worried than I had ever seen him.


“We should have left three years ago,” he said. “Right after Karl was married. When we had a chance.”


My mother brushed back her hair. “Are you saying that we stayed because of me, Josef?”


“No, my dear. We… both made the decision.”


“I convinced you. Didn’t I? I said it was my country as much as theirs. I still believe it. We’ll outlast these barbarians.”


My father tried to shoulder some of the blame. The Jews who had stayed behind needed medical care; he had a job to do. But Mama—and I—knew he was acting, and not very well. It was her iron will that had kept us there.


“Maybe there’s time,” my father said. “Inga says there’s that chap in the railway department who might arrange something.”


My mother smiled. “Yes, perhaps we can ask again. But last time he wanted a fortune in a bribe.”


“If not us, then the children—Karl, Rudi, Anna. Let them get a fresh start somewhere. That Dorf fellow upset me.”


My mother rose from the piano bench. She stroked the polished surface of the Bechstein. Hers. Her family’s. “We’ll survive, Josef,” she said. “After all, this is the country of Beethoven, Mozart and Schiller.”


My father sighed. “Unfortunately none of them are in office now.”


I left, saying nothing. My father was right. I had the feeling we had waited too long.


That afternoon I was sure of it.


I had put on my green-and-white soccer uniform and my cleats and had gone out to the local soccer field for a game against a team from another neighborhood, the Wanderers. We were called the Vikings. I was one of the youngest players on our team, and one of the best. I played inside left or center and I had led the league in scoring the year before. There had been a few other Jewish players in the league, but they’d quit. I’d been allowed to stay on, I guess, because I was too good to let go. Besides, I never took any crap from anyone. They only called me “kike” or “Jewboy” once. Not only could I move a ball the length of the field, through half the defense, but I could use my fists when I had to. And my teammates would stick up for me. Most of the time.


That day some big guy on the Wanderers, a back named Ulrich, deliberately tripped me while I was passing off. I had jolted him a few times, and he didn’t like the idea. When I got to my feet, he punched me. Soon they had to pull us apart, but I had belted him hard in the stomach, and I’d hurt him.


My sister-in-law Inga’s younger brother, Hans Helms, was playing for the Wanderers, an outside right. He tried to tell Ulrich to lay off and play ball. But I could see there’d be more trouble.


There was a throw-in. Ulrich and Helms started kicking the ball downfield. I stole the ball, and started the other way, when Ulrich hit me from behind. This time I got up swinging and we had to be separated again.


“He tripped me,” I shouted at the referee. “Why didn’t you call it?”


Ulrich’s nose was bleeding. I’d landed a right this time before they separated us. “Lousy kike,” he sneered. “Leave it to a kike to fight dirty.”


I tried to tear away from them. Hans Helms was one of the gang holding me back.


“Weiss, maybe you better get out of the game,” the referee said.


I looked at my teammates, waiting for one of them—at least one!—to stick up for me. But they were silent. Our captain kicked at the dirt. He couldn’t look me in the eye.


“I’ve started every game this year,” I said. “Why should I quit?”


“We don’t need Jews,” Ulrich said. “We don’t play against them.”


“Come in the alley and say that,” I said. “Just the two of us, Ulrich.” I was raging inside, furious. Why didn’t my own team stick up for me? Why was I being left alone?


The referee stepped in front of me. I was struggling to break loose. “Weiss, you’re suspended for fighting. Go on home.”


Once more I tried to appeal to my teammates, fellows I had played with for two seasons. They respected me. They knew I was a good player, one of the best. A sportswriter had once said I’d be a professional someday. But not a word.


Hans Helms tried to be kind, but he made it worse. “Rudi, the league wanted them to dump you last year—they made an exception.”


“To hell with them,” I said. I walked away.


I heard the whistle blow, the shouts, the bodies thudding, as the game resumed without me. I knew I’d never play again.


There was a bruise under my right eye, a cut under my right ear, from the fight I’d just had.


“What happened?” my father asked. He was washing up in his office. The last patient had left. He smelled of medical alcohol.


“Some guy started a fight with me,” I said. I didn’t tell him about being kicked off the team, how I had bloodied Ulrich’s nose. I certainly didn’t tell him that his daughter-in-law’s brother was on the opposing team. There was a blind rage in me. My father, everyone else in my family, was incapable of it. Strangely, I was almost as angry with them for bowing, bending, refusing to fight.


“You know your mother doesn’t like you fighting,” he said.


“I know she doesn’t. But if anyone swings at me, I’ll swing back.”


He shook his head. Papa had always been a handsome man—tall, straight-featured. Now he seemed to bend a little every day, his face growing lines. “Well, you’d better wash up. Inga and Karl are coming for dinner.”


“I can bet what we’ll talk about.”


He took my arm. The medical odor was stronger. When I was injured, he’d tape my ankle, patch my wounds. We used to joke that if he ever failed as a doctor he’d make a great trainer for a soccer team. “Do you want me to put some iodine on that?” He pointed to the cut.


“No. I’ve had enough of them so I know how. Thanks, Papa.”


***


Dinner that night was one of the saddest I remember.


The same talk, the same discussions. Why hadn’t we left in 1933? Or at least after Karl was married? My poor father. He was in awe of my mother. She was beautiful, a born lady. Hoch-deutsch, he used to call her. A family whose ancestors had been “court Jews”—friends of princes and cardinals. And Josef Weiss of Warsaw? His father owned a little pharmacy that my Uncle Moses now ran. They’d saved every penny, and borrowed, to send my father to medical school. It was my mother’s parents, the Palitzes, who, in spite of their objections to their daughter marrying a Polish Jew, had helped him open his practice.


Inga and Karl had come to dinner. They were talking about this man with the railways who might get us out.


Karl, always a bit gloomy—he’d gotten thinner, quieter—shook his head. “But there’s no place left to go,” he said.


“France, perhaps,” my father said. “Switzerland.”


“Turning Jews away,” Karl said.


“Nobody wants us,” I said.


Karl smiled bitterly. “Fellow at the United States consulate the other day told me that the Americans won’t even fill their quota for German Jews. They can let some more in, but they won’t.”


Anna spoke up. As always, she was courageous, spunky. “Who cares? We have each other, don’t we, Mama? And that’s what matters.”


My mother nodded. “Absolutely.”


“That group that was taking children to England,” my father said. “Perhaps if we asked…” His voice dwindled into silence.


“Closed down,” Karl said. “Inga and I asked.”


“We could run into the woods and hide,” Anna said.


My mother told Anna and me to clear the table. We got up and began removing dishes. No one had eaten very much.


“I’m not sure of anything any more,” my father said. “Poland, perhaps. Technically I am still a Polish citizen.”


“I won’t hear of it,” my mother said. “Things are not much better there.”


In the kitchen I said to Anna, “Mama always has her way.”


“Maybe ’cause she’s always right.”


When we got back, my mother had taken command of the situation. She was convinced that Hitler would let up on us. He had Austria, he had Czechoslovakia. What more did he need? He was a politician, like any other politician, and he had used the Jews to unite the country. Now he could forget us.


Karl was shaking his head, but he did not argue with her. My father tried to put up a brave front. He never, as long as I knew him, wanted to hurt Mama’s feelings. The kindness he showed his patients, the poorest and meanest of them, was always reflected in the way he treated his family. I can never remember him striking any of his children. And God knows I, at least, deserved it more than a few times.


My mother asked me to turn on the radio.


A newscaster was describing an outrage of some kind that had taken place in Paris. Vom Rath, a German diplomat, had been shot by a Jew. We froze in our places as the voice droned on. A seventeen-year-old named Grynszpan had fired the shots. He was the son of Polish Jews recently expelled from Germany.


“This vicious, bloodthirsty act of the international Jewish conspiracy will be avenged,” the newscaster was saying. “The Jews will be made to pay for this cowardly attack on a German patriot, an act which illustrates the murderous plotting of international Jewry against Germany, indeed against the civilized world.”


“Louder, Rudi,” my father said.


I turned up the volume. No one spoke.


“Already, spontaneous acts of reprisal by the German people are taking place against the Jewish plotters.”


“Turn it off,” my mother said.


Karl grimaced. “For God’s sake, Mama, stop closing your eyes and ears to the truth.” Inga took his hand.


“I said, turn it off.”


The announcer went on. “Herr vom Rath is in critical condition. Whether he survives or not, the government states, the Jews will be made to pay for this vicious act.”


“Good for you, Greenspan, or Grinspan, or whoever you are,” I shouted. “You should have killed the son-of-a-bitch.”


“Rudi!” my mother cried. “I said turn it off!”


“Do as your mother says,” my father ordered.


As I turned off the radio, there was a loud noise of shattering glass. It came from downstairs, from my father’s waiting room, which looked out on Groningstrasse. I flew downstairs. Anna was a step behind me.


The living room was a mass of broken glass. A brick lay in the middle of the carpet. I ran to the window and shouted through the jagged hole: “Cowards! Lousy cowards! Show us your faces!”


But they were gone.


Behind me stood my family—frightened, pale, silent.


Erik Dorf’s Diary


Berlin
November 1938


Vom Rath died last night. Heydrich’s office called me in the middle of the night, and at once I dressed in my uniform and called for a taxi.


As we waited, the children woke up and came into the kitchen, where Marta had made fresh coffee for me. They were rubbing their eyes and seemed frightened. There were shouts in the street, sounds of glass breaking.


I tried to explain to Peter, who is only eight, that some bad people had killed a good German man in France.


“Why did they kill him, Papa?” asked Peter.


“Oh… they were evil. Crazy.”


Marta took Peter close to her, pressed his blond head against her bosom. “They were Jews, Peter. Bad people, who want to hurt us.”


I added, “But they will be punished.”


Laura asked, “Are all Jews bad, Papa?”


“Most of them.”


“Papa’s going to punish bad people,” Peter said. “That’s why he’s got a gun.”


Laura began to weep. The child is only six. “I’m scared, Mama. I don’t want Papa to go away.”


Marta, equal to any crisis, calmed the children and put them back to bed. Then she helped me into my tunic, my boots, my belt.


“What will happen now?” she asked.


“It’s begun already. Reprisals. We can’t let any crazy Jew who gets an idea into his head kill a German diplomat.”


“They won’t expect you to—”


“Me? Marta, Lieutenant Dorf is a memo writer for Heydrich. Besides, this sounds like Goebbels’ show. He’s jealous of the Security Police.”


There were street noises filtering into the room now—marching sounds, a band, men singing the Horst Wessel. Distantly, I heard glass shattering. Marta cocked her head and listened. “What will all this mean for you? Your career?”


I told her I had no intention of throwing bricks through the windows of Jewish shopkeepers to advance my career. I am not a brawler, a hoodlum. But what am I, then? she asked. A clerk, I replied. An argument was about to begin, and I could not stomach one before going to work. But Marta persisted. She admonished me to speak up, to make suggestions, to give Heydrich ideas. If I were not a street brawler, I had a mind. He’d hired me for my mind and here was a chance to use it, she said firmly.


She was right. I suspected some major moves against the Jews were in the works and that I would be involved. The usual programs were too trivial, I knew. Boycotts. Expulsions. Expropriations. I’ve signed papers, issued orders, but I’ve never been up close to the action. The nearest I’ve gotten to it was my brief visit with Dr. Weiss. It does not appeal to me. Although I understand Heydrich’s concern over the Jewish problem, I am confused, uncertain. Yes, actions have to be taken. But what kind? By who? These were the jumbled thoughts that were running through my mind as I left for work before the sun was up.


***


All day Heydrich kept calling junior officers in and out, raging at the way Goebbels’ thugs had jumped the gun on the reprisals. His SA gangs had been breaking Jewish store windows, beating Jews, burning synagogues. All this without informing Himmler or Heydrich.


I often take my lunch at my desk, and it is only rarely that I attend the elaborate meals served in Heydrich’s private dining room. This day, he was out of sorts, and seeing me eating alone, sipping my coffee, he seemed to take an interest in me. It was as if his immediate subordinates had disappointed him, and he was looking for someone to talk to.


“Dorf, when you’ve finished your lunch, come in,” the chief said.


Rarely do I get invited into his office alone. I somehow knew this was the chance Marta had told me to look for. I gulped my coffee and entered Heydrich’s office. At once he began to berate Goebbels. He had nothing but contempt for the man he called “that damned cripple.”


I commented that some kind of reprisals were necessary after the Vom Rath outrage. He seemed surprised that I offered an opinion.


“Yes. But we should be doing it,” Heydrich said. “And doing it as the police arm. No foreigners, including foreign Jews, should be molested. No non-Jewish property should be burned. We should be holding rich Jews hostage for reparations. Taking them into protective custody, that sort of thing.”


What a brilliant man he is! Goebbels, for all his noisy chatter, his bombast, is a failed screenwriter. Heydrich is a genuine intellect.


“Suppose,” I said, “we let our men take over.”


“In SS uniforms? That’s all we need, Dorf.”


“No, sir. As civilians. No banners. No insignia. No marching bands and songs. Punish the Jews, arrest those under suspicion, but make clear that this is the righteous anger of the German people rising spontaneously against the Jewish Bolshevik plot.” The words tumbled out of my mouth.


“Not a bad idea, Dorf. Go on.”


I explained that we should teletype orders to local police forces to stay out of the action. They could discreetly stand by and watch. Tell them to act accordingly—which, of course, means they are to keep hands off the demonstrators, our own SS men.


Heydrich was smiling at me. “That’s the kind of legal mind I can appreciate, Dorf. Put the order out. We’ll get away with it, and we’ll beat Goebbels at his own game.”


“Thank you, sir.”


“Business suits and topcoats. I like that. The enraged citizenry. And why not? We’ve got the whole country behind us. Germans understand police power. They like the authority we impose on them.”


As our meeting concluded he told me that my papers for promotion from first lieutenant to captain would go through immediately.


***


This day is imprinted in my memory—November 10, 1938. It is the day I finally came out of my shell, as Marta has wanted. Heydrich has just been waiting for me to “open up,” as it were. Now, in a crisis, he has made use of my intelligence.


And as if in celebration of my new importance and the manner in which as man and wife we have revived my career, Marta and I made passionate love tonight. Marta has always been a little tentative, hesitant in her lovemaking. More of that proper North German upbringing; a strict father, a timid mother. (She confessed to me tonight that she was sixteen before she really understood the sexual process, where babies came from.)


But my new boldness, the manner in which I had, through the use of my brain, strengthened my position with one of the most feared and powerful men in Germany, gave us both a kind of sexual arousal; we hid nothing, forbade nothing, explored our bodies in a new relationship, which seemed of a piece with my new status.


Rudi Weiss’ Story


The world now knows it as Kristallnacht—the night of broken glass. It marked the true beginning of the destruction of our people. I saw it; was in the midst of it. And if ever I lacked sufficient understanding of the aims and methods of the Nazis, I had the evidence now.


The cowardly bastards came down the street on which Grandpa had his bookstore. Smashed windows. Burned merchandise. Beat up any Jew they could lay their hands on. Two men who tried to fight back were beaten to death on the spot—Mr. Cohen, the furrier, and Mr. Seligman, who ran a dry-goods shop.


They broke the window with the gold lettering: H. PALITZ BOOKSTORE. Grampa was a tough old bird. Like my mother, he was convinced—even at this late date!—that he was a better German than they were, that his Iron Cross would protect him, that some miracle from Heaven would make them go away.


So he came out of the store waving his cane, after the first brick had shattered the glass, and shouted at them to go away. The mob answered by throwing his books into the street—rare editions, old maps, everything—and setting them afire. They called him an old kike, knocked him down, beat his back with canes.


He kept protesting that he was Captain Heinrich Palitz, formerly of the Second Berlin Machine Gun Regiment. It made them angrier. My grandmother looked from the window, screaming for the police. Three Berlin policemen stood on the far corner and watched as the gang, seven or eight, knocked Grandpa down again and again, turned his head into a bloody pulp, ripped his jacket off.


One of them made him get on all fours and rode him, as if he were a horse.


Then he saw Heinz Muller, the friend of the Helms family. Factory worker, union man, he was some kind of minor official in the local Nazi Party now. He was in civilian clothing, leading a singing gang. As usual, the Horst Wessel song. They wanted Jewish blood.


They dragged Grandpa to his feet—the police were still watching, smiling those flat, cold smiles—and Muller handed my grandfather a toy drum.


“You’re such a fucking war hero, Palitz,” Muller said. “Lead the parade. Beat the drum, you old Jew liar.”


Behind grandfather were a half-dozen other Jewish store owners. Their shops had been smashed, looted, burned. The street was ablaze.


That bastard Muller! My grandmother watched, weeping, terrified, as Grandpa began to beat the drum, and the Jewish merchants, with signs reading JUDE hanging on their necks, were paraded down the street.


And no one lifted a finger.


My grandmother called our house and told us what was happening. We knew. We could hear glass shattering all over our neighborhood.


My parents stood frozen in the living room.


“I shall call the police,” my father said. “This is intolerable. Yes, there are laws against us, but this kind of violence…”


My father’s pathetic belief that there still was some kind of justice in Germany almost made me cry. Being a just man, he could not believe otherwise.


“We must wait… wait and pray,” my mother said. “It can’t last forever. What good can it do them?”


“You can wait,” I said. “I’m going out to get Grandpa.”


My mother grabbed my sleeve and tried to hold me back. She was used to having her way, forcing her children to bend to her will.


“I forbid it, Rudi! You can’t fight them all!”


“Yes,” my father said. “They are looking for excuses to kill us! We mustn’t fight back!”


“They’ve got all the excuses they need.”


I pulled away from my mother and ran down the stairs. As I was putting on my sweater, Anna came running after me.


The street was a wreck. Every store had been smashed. Most were on fire. Mr. Goldbaum, a jeweler, was playing a fire hose against the remains of his shop. Everything he owned had been stolen. Those patriotic Germans, those aroused citizens, eager to avenge Vom Rath’s death, were ordinary crooks and murderers.


A truck came rumbling by. I grabbed Anna and we hid in an alley. It was an open truck. Some men were carrying photographs of Hitler, swastika banners. There were men parading up and down with signs denouncing the Jews. Mr. Seligman, from whom my mother used to buy draperies and bed linen, was lying face down in a pool of blood and broken glass.
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