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  Preface

  In 1941, when I was barely two years old, most of my relatives were murdered in Poland by the invading Germans with the help of antisemitic elements among the local Ukrainians and Poles. As a child growing up in my native Israel, I had no grandparents, uncles, aunts, or cousins. My extended family had perished in what would become known as the “Holocaust.”

  Even though I personally had never gone through the horrors of the Holocaust, it has been the most defining event of my life. In time, it would become the most defining event of Western civilization. Jean-Paul Sartre wrote: “The blood which the Nazis shed falls on all of our heads.” It is not only the Germans who bear the burden of guilt. It is all those people, governments, and regimes in Europe and around the world who stood by the blood of the innocent millions and did nothing to help.

  In the summer of 1998 I went on a cruise of the Greek Isles. On the island of Rhodes I visited the local synagogue. In a back room, behind the sanctuary, there was a small Holocaust museum. It took me by surprise, since the Holocaust is not usually associated with this part of the world. I saw photographs of the deportation of the Jews of Rhodes to Auschwitz. Rhodes is very far from Poland, where some three million Polish Jews were systematically done unto death from 1939 to 1945. The Jews on Rhodes had been part of the Sephardic Jewish world, spread over the Mediterranean and Arab countries. Most of them had mercifully escaped the Holocaust. The fact that my family’s fate in Poland was tied to the fate of this small Sephardic Jewish community in the middle of the Mediterranean shocked me in a whole new way. It made me realize how far-reaching human evil was. It made me wonder if the human race was redeemable.

  A year later I had the privilege of reading the manuscript of Saving the Jews by Mordecai Paldiel. I came across the tale of the Turkish consul on Rhodes, who saved 50 Jews during the deportation which I had seen documented in that little museum. I was amazed. A Turk? A Muslim? Saving Jews? There was another side to the human condition after all, where you least expected it—even in the lowest reaches of hell.

  After going over the entire manuscript I learned that in every corner of Europe, from 1933—the year of Hitler’s rise to power, to 1945—the year Hitlerism was finally crushed, during the dreariest events in human history, there was always a kind soul who, at a risk to his or her own life, defied the forces of evil and saved lives. Such kind souls ranged from a gypsy in Bosnia to a courier of the Polish underground, from a peasant in Lithuania to a woman physician in France, and from a young Albanian store clerk to a German woman in Berlin.

  The author, who has been heading the Department for the Righteous Among the Nations at Yad Vashem (Israel’s national Jewish Holocaust museum in Jerusalem), has selected the stories of those individuals from among hundreds of files compiled by his office. The task of this office is to find men and women who qualify for the designation of “Righteous Among the Nations,” one who saved lives during the Nazi era. To qualify, those individuals must undergo careful scrutiny, based on very strict criteria, as the author explains in the first chapter.

  It is important to note (as can be seen in the last chapter of this book), that the line between good and evil is not always clear, and in some instances the decision to designate a certain person as “Righteous” was extremely difficult. Given the complex circumstances of the places and times where the Holocaust unfolded, people’s motives and behavior were not always easy to determine, or fully revealed. Great good was accomplished by persons of questionable motives (as in the famous case of Oskar Schindler), while those who meant well at times became accessories to evil.

  The term “Righteous” is taken from the Talmudic term hasid umot ha’olam, or “Righteous Among the Nations,” referring to those who, though not direct recipients of the Ten Commandments and the Torah, have demonstrated by their actions that their sense of justice and mercy is indeed rooted in those teachings which, according to Jewish tradition, lead to the highest degree of human goodness. Because of the righteous, the world endures.

  It is important to bear in mind that in every generation, from the time of Noah, Abraham, and Moses, a handful of righteous people have always made all the difference. Furthermore, those few individuals who were the righteous ones of their generation invariably acted alone, as individuals, defying the general will. Even if such an individual was in a position of power, as was the above-mentioned Turkish consul on Rhodes, or the papal nuncio in Hungary, even then the individual acted on his or her own, and not as an official representative. Ultimately, it is the individual who redeems the world, not governments or institutions.

  And there lies the great lesson of Yad Vashem’s “Righteous Among the Nations” program. It may well be one of the most noble programs ever conceived. After Auschwitz, we Jews have every right to persist in our sense of pain and outrage at what the world has done to us. We have reason to believe, as did André Schwartz-Bart, the author of Le dernier des justes (The Last of the Just), that the last righteous person in the world died at Auschwitz, and therefore human existence is irredeemable. And yet, Jews realized a few short years after the Holocaust that they must recognize and repay those who defied the death decree issued against them by the Third Reich, not only for their own sake, but for the sake of the entire human race. While Jews are commanded never to forget the evil perpetrated against them, and always to honor the memory of the martyrs, we are further commanded to “choose life,” to celebrate life in every way possible, and to give the highest honor to those who preserved life.
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  The memory of the Holocaust will never fade or disappear. On the contrary, it will intensify with time. The atrocities are well documented and the docu-ments well preserved. The evidence keeps growing from year to year. But alongside the litany of vast and unfathomable evil there grows another story-the emerging testimony regarding thousands of men and women of all faiths and nationalities and of all walks of life in Europe during the long night who, unlike the Nazis, whose race doctrine denied certain portions of humankind the right to exist, did not forget that every human being, whether Jew, Gentile, gypsy, handicapped, gay, black or white, is the reflection of the Creator of all life, and therefore every single human life is sacred.

  It seems to me that, like the Good Samaritan in the New Testament, the Righteous Gentiles in this book will go down in history as those who made a difference in the human condition. Their countries, their faiths, their cultures will embrace them with pride and gratitude, for they do honor to their own people and to all people. Human goodness exists everywhere. It knows no political or religious boundaries. I am grateful to the author for teaching me this valuable lesson.

  I said before that the Holocaust left me without any immediate relatives. However, some second and third cousins did survive. Among them, the author himself, who is my second cousin. I am proud of him for having devoted his life to the search for the righteous. I am also proud of a third cousin, Ronnie Brauman, whose family survived the Holocaust in France. He also dedicated his life to mankind. His organization, Médecins sans Frontières (Doctors without Borders), won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1999. The lives of both cousins is living proof that the good works of the righteous in this book have already begun to redeem the world.

  Rabbi Mordecai Schreiber

  Rockville, Maryland
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  Entrance to the Avenue of the Righteous at the Yad Vashem Memorial in Jerusalem.


  Chapter 1

  

  Setting the Stage

  The Holocaust is a term signifying the planned and state-organized persecution and murder of the Jewish people by the Nazi German government during the years 1933-1945.1 From the moment Hitler, who headed the Nazi party, took power on January 30, 1933, he made it clear that one of his principal goals was first to disenfranchise then physically remove, in one way or another, the Jewish population in the country. There were, at the time, some 550,000 Jews in Germany, a country numbering over 70 million inhabitants—in other words, less than 1% of the population. But to Hitler, the Jews in Germany, and elsewhere, represented a threat to the German people since, in his demented mind, they competed with the Germanic races for world domination.

  The Nazis viewed the world as divided into superior and inferior races, with each struggling, through war and competition, for dominance or, at least, for a more privileged status. The Jews were the spoilers in the sporting event (termed by the Nazis “the aristocratic principle in nature”), since their ideas—rooted in the biblical teachings of universal principles of morality and justice, and applied to various secular ideologies such as democracy, communism, and, at least in Hitler’s mind, even to Christianity—were contrary to those espoused by the Nazis. Thus, the Jews threatened the Nazi goal of restructuring mankind based on principles of superior and inferior races. For Hitler and his close aides, the Jewish-inspired teachings of the brotherhood and unity of mankind threatened to undermine the supremacy of the Aryan races and, hence, would doom civilization.

  In Hitler’s mind, the conclusion to be drawn from this was clear—the Jews, as the bastion and pillars of these “false” philosophies had to be removed—not through assimilation or some form of cultural genocide, but by physical elimination. This, according to the Nazi mind, would free the world of a poisonous infection, and allow the races of the world to continue the “natural” free interplay and the struggle of the survival of the fittest.

  Historians still debate whether Hitler had already decided on the murder of the Jewish people when he assumed power in 1933, or whether this idea became crystallized in his mind at a later period. What is clear from his writings and pronouncements is that from the start, he was captive to a psychotic and mythic notion of what the Jews really represented. In his book Mein Kampf, the Nazi bible, written by Hitler while he sat in prison in 1924 for his unsuccessful attempt to grab power in Munich, he portrays the Jews in terms of infectious diseases; such as maggots in a rotting corpse, germ carriers, vampires sucking the blood of others, and spreaders of syphilis. In the midst of World War Two, he prided himself on having discovered the “Jewish virus,” “one of the greatest revolutions that have taken place in the world,” which he likened to Pasteur’s discovery of microbes.

  To Hitler, the Jew was not really a human being, but a grimacing and leering devil, infested with infernal powers—the very incarnation of evil. This, he often stated, encompassed all Jews, “no matter whether he is high or low, speculator or rabbi, baptized or circumcised.” Therefore, Hitler told an audience as early as 1924, “It does not matter whether the individual Jew is good or evil; he cannot but behave according to the laws of his race, [namely] to attempt to destroy. He cannot otherwise, whether he wills it or not. . . His sole concern remains: how to propel my people to dominance.” As the ferment of the decomposition of all peoples, he is “the inexorable mortal enemy of all light, a hater of all true culture.” To leave the Jews untouched, Hitler warned, would inevitably result “in the collapse of human civilization and the consequent devastation of the world.” Consequently, as the self-appointed liberator of mankind, he wrote in Mein Kampf, that “by defending myself against the Jew, I am fighting for the work of the Lord.” This, from a man who, as a young boy, once thought of joining the priesthood.2

  True to his word, already in 1924, he advocated “the most stringent measures” against Jews, and in January 1939, he foretold the extermination of the Jewish people in the event of another war. This he repeated on several occasions during the war, such as in January 1942: “We fully realize that this war can end only either in the extermination of the Aryan peoples or in the disappearance of Jewry in Europe.” Finally, before committing suicide, on April 30, 1945, in his underground Berlin bunker, in the final words of his Political Testament, he admonished the future leaders of Germany “to mercilessly oppose the universal poisoner of all peoples, International Jewry.”3
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  Obeyed by the masses of Germany as the undisputed dictator of a whole nation, and revered by his followers as semi-divine figure, as soon as he assumed power Hitler immediately set in motion a gradual and accelerating process of anti-Jewish measures, which led to murder on a grand scale across the European continent. Hardly three months after the Nazi assump-tion of power in Germany, in April 1933, Jews were barred from holding public office (code-worded: “Law for the Reestablishment of the Professional Civil Service”). That same month, Jews were no longer permitted to attend public schools and universities (code-worded: “Law Against Over-crowding of German Schools and Universities”). This was followed with the torching of books written by Jewish authors, on whatever subject, in nightly massive torch-lit ceremonies, recalling the religious auto-da-fe of the Spanish Inquisition. Two years later, in September 1935, in the infamous Nuremberg Laws (so called, for the city where it was proclaimed, during the Nazi party’s annual rally), the government prohibited the intermarriage of Jews and non-Jews, and declared sexual intercourse between the parties to be a serious offense. In January 1937, for easy identification, all Jews were forced to add compulsory Jewish names on their ID cards: “Israel” for men and “Sarah” for women. A year later, for yet easier identification, the letter “J” (for Jude) in red color, was added on all ID cards held by Jews. That same year, non-Jews were no longer permitted to patronize Jewish doctors, and Jews were barred from the streets during Nazi holidays. Towards the end of 1938, a decree ordered all Jewish-held real estate to be liquidated and sold to the State, mostly at a fraction of their value. Non-Jews were also prohibited to live in homes inhabited by Jews. That same year, in November 1938, all synagogues and Jewish-held properties were burned, in a state-organized pogrom throughout Germany—which by then included Austria, annexed to the Reich in March of that year. In September 1941, all Jews were ordered to mark their outer garments with the Yellow Star badge, and later on their homes as well. That same month, Jews were restricted to their homes.4 By then, the deportation of Jews was already in full swing.

  Before the first deportations of Jews were carried out, several hundred thousand Jews had managed to leave Germany to various destinations. The remaining, close to two hundred thousand Jews, had, in the meantime, been reduced to a pariah status and placed outside the pale of the law. In late 1940, the first batch of several thousand Jewish deportees were unceremoniously dumped in French-held detention camps (France was by then a defeated nation). The following September 1941, trains loaded with exiled Jews intermittently left for various locations in German-occupied Poland. Most were dumped in already overcrowded Jewish ghettos, to await their fate. In May 1943, Nazi Propaganda Minister Josef Goebbels proclaimed Berlin “clean” of Jews. In fact, untold numbers were in hiding in the Nazi capital and other locations in Germany.5

  German policy during the war in the occupied countries, which included most of Europe, followed the four-stage model outlined by Holocaust historian Raul Hilberg: Definition (who is to be considered a Jew?), Expropriation (the forced liquidation of Jewish assets), Concentration (isolating the Jews from the rest of the population), and Annihilation (deportation and murder at prearranged killing sites).6 In Poland, with its over three million Jews, they were first herded into enclosed ghettos, their assets frozen, and they were forced to wear the identifying Yellow Star badge. In addition, practically all able-bodied men were conscripted for various manual and hard labor assignments. Food was reduced to a minimum, which caused thousands to die from starvation and malnutrition. Others were randomly shot for the slightest infraction or for no reason at all. In most other occupied countries, the Germans followed a similar pattern, although with less severity than in Poland. Jews in the Netherlands were ordered to register, then relocate to “Jewish” homes or streets, with many drafted to perform various tasks of hard labor for the German army in the country, or in nearby Belgium and France. The Germans considered the Dutch a lost Germanic tribe, to be reintegrated into the German Reich; hence, the accelerated “cleansing” pace of all non-Aryan elements—namely, the Jews. Nazi officials were appointed to administer the conquered nation.

  Belgium and northern France fared slightly better, since they experienced only a military occupation. Local matters were left in the hands of native authorities. Still, the Jews saw themselves gradually restricted and removed from their social milieu and their privileges annulled. Similarly, the semi-independent French state, centered in Vichy, was headed by the aged marshal Pétain. Not waiting for a cue by their German overlords, the French authorities hurried to legislate anti-Jews laws, which forced them out of important positions in various branches of the economy and social life, and practically reduced them to second-class citizenship. All Jews were also ordered to register with the police. Here, as elsewhere in German-occupied Europe, all Jews had their identifications stamped with a large “J” in red, for better identification and easier harassment. Similar restrictions were imposed on Jews in Greece and Yugoslavia. In all these impositions, the Germans were aided by local collaborators who, for a mixture of motivations—political and a dose of antisemitism—allied themselves to the Nazi cause, such as the NSB movement in the Netherlands, the Rexists in Belgium, and the Vichy regime in France. In Yugoslavia, the Germans gave their blessing to the dissection of the country. The pro-Nazi Ustasha movement in Croatia declared the country’s independence. To cement its alliance with Germany, Croatia began an intensive persecution of Jews, including random killings. Similarly for the pro-Nazi Slovak state, which rose in 1939, after the German occupation of the Czech part of former Czechoslovakia. There too, under the leadership of a Catholic priest, Josef Tiso, the Fascist Hlinka movement instituted anti-Jewish measures, to please its German overlords and give vent to their own antisemitic sentiments. It was bad for Jews in all countries, whether directly occupied or under German influence—and it was getting worse.

  The United States, though not yet at war, restricted to a bare minimum the intake of Jewish refugees from war-torn Europe. The refusal to allow some 900 fleeing Jews from Germany to land on its shores, who arrived there aboard the St. Louis boat, sent a chilling message that not even the barest minimum of Jewish refugees would be permitted to land. The St. Louis with its human cargo steamed back to Europe. Luckily, at the last moment, England, France, Belgium, and the Netherlands declared their willingness to absorb these refugees. Most eventually perished in the Holocaust, when three of these countries fell under German occupation.

  With the German invasion of the Soviet Union, in June 1941, the Nazi leadership decided to pass to the killing stage. Special mobile units, known as Einsatzgruppen, followed the German army across a wide front, from the Baltic Sea in the north to the Black Sea in the south, and began to mercilessly shoot all Jews whom they accosted. Over a million persons died at the hands of these execution units, shot in the back over open ditches. The most infamous of these killings took place outside Kiev, Ukraine, over ravines in the Babi Yar forest, where some 30,000 Jews were murdered in September 1941. The Nazi leadership was, however, not satisfied with the pace of these killings. Moreover, these mass shootings drained too much manpower, and began to bear down on the military discipline of the soldiers. In addition, these open-air killings attracted onlookers, and the Germans feared that these terrible events would soon become an open secret.

  What was needed was a more secretive and more economically efficient killing policy. The Nazi leadership gathered in a posh Berlin suburb villa, overlooking a charming lake, and decided on the next steps. At this Wannsee conference, in January 1942, all government agencies were told by SS chief Heydrich to streamline and coordinate their operations with the SS, for the next stage of the murder of the Jewish people, which would henceforth be mostly done through suffocation in specially constructed gas chambers. This would consume less manpower, was more economical and could be kept secret from the rest of the world. The conference approved the setting up of these killing centers in occupied-Poland, to which all of European Jewry were to be transported by train. Upon arrival, the victims would be hurried through a quick selection. Old men and women and young children, as well as others not qualified for hard labor (such as pregnant women) would immediately be committed to the gas chambers, and their bodies burned in specially-installed large ovens. However, not before their teeth would be inspected for gold fillings, which would be extracted with pliers and sent to the German central bank in Berlin. Special teams of prisoners would also set apart valuables left behind by the victims, shorn women’s hair, crutches, shoes and clothing in relatively good conditions—to be recycled for the war economy and the German population back home. The fortunate ones selected for hard labor would, according to the Wannsee plan, be reduced through brutal treatment, physically hard labor and undernourishment, so that they too would eventually perish—but not before contributing to the German war effort.

  Such was the heinous plan, conceived and carried out by heads of ministries and security agencies, many of them university graduates and sporting PhD degrees. This government-orchestrated murder actually continued operating unabated until the last day of the war, on May 8, 1945. All told, the Wannsee conferees were responsible for more than 4 million Jewish deaths. This, together with the mass executions by the Einsatz-gruppen, and the other forms of brutal treatment, accounted for the 6 million Jewish victims of the Holocaust. To this number must be added the tens of thousands of Gypsies exterminated because they were considered racially unfit to live, as well as the numerous other victims of Nazism, killed in various concentration camps.

  Following the Wannsee conference—with the coming of summer 1942, trains began rolling from all parts of German-dominated Europe to the killing centers in Poland: 105,000 from the Netherlands; close to 30,000 from Belgium; some 80,000 from France; almost all of the remaining close to 200,000 German and Austrian Jews, as well as tens of thousands from Slovakia, Greece and Macedonia. In Poland, Ukraine, Belarus, and the Baltic countries, the large Jewish cities and ghettos were quickly emptied of their Jewish inhabitants and dispatched to nearby killing centers, such as Chelmno, Belzec, Treblinka, obibor, and Auschwitz, where most were immediately gassed. The remainder of the Jewish population in Eastern Europe continued to be liquidated in front of open pits.7 Fascist Italy was the sole Nazi-allied country which stood back from killing its Jewish inhabitants; hence, many Jews sought succor in Italian-administered countries—in southeastern France and the Balkans. When Italy fell under direct German sway in September 1943, the Nazis enlarged their hunt for Jews in these newly acquired areas, going so far, in August 1944, as to round up the 1,500 Jews on the island of Rhodes, which lies offshore the Turkish mainland. When Hungary came under direct German control in March 1944, the death knoll began ringing for its over 750,000 Jews. The gas chambers in Auschwitz were consequently enlarged to receive the new victims, of whom over 400,000 were committed to the gas chambers upon arrival.

  As the fortunes of war turned against Germany, and its armies gradually withdrew from conquered lands, the surviving Jewish concentration camp inmates were forced to accompany the retreating armies, in forced Death Marches, in inclement weather (in many instances, such as the Auschwitz evacuation, in sub-zero temperature). Tens of thousands fell, either from the cold, exhaustion, or were simply shot by their SS captors, and their bodies straddled the frozen roads leading out from many concentration camps. These Death Marches and other forms of killings continued until literally the last days of the war. In the mind of Hitler and his devoted cronies, it was indeed a “War Against the Jews,”8 as reconfirmed by the last entry in his Political Testament, hours before he put an end to his life. The Nazis lost the war, but they had decimated the best and bravest of the Jewish communities that stood in their murderous path. The six million murdered Jews accounted for approximately 75% of the Jewish population under direct or indirect Nazi rule. Had the war lasted another year—perhaps even less—that rate would undoubtedly have been even higher. In order to have a minimum chance to survive the Nazi onslaught on their lives, unprecedented in scope and with the use of modern tech-nology, Jews desperately needed the help of their non-Jewish neighbors.9
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  To view this from a different perspective: Any Jewish person, in a Nazi-occupied country in late 1943, who was still at liberty—that is, he was not in a ghetto or consigned to a Nazi-supervised residence, neither in any of the labor and concentration camps, nor with a partisan and underground network operating from mountain and forest lairs, but was circulating freely—had to be someone enjoying the hospitality of a non-Jewish person, in whose home or farm he had been admitted for hiding, or was circulating under an assumed name, again with the help of non-Jews. These constituted active forms of aid. There were also passive forms of assistance—such as not betraying to the authorities a Jew known to be residing in one’s neigh-borhood or village. Estimates vary on the number of Jews aided in each country through charitable help by non-Jewish persons. In West Europe, the numbers rise well into the thousands, in each country. In the Netherlands, for instance, some 22,000 Jews are estimated to have gone into hiding, out of a total Jewish population of 140,000, or close to 16%. One may easily assume that at least a similar number of non-Jews actively participated in these rescue endeavors. In Belgium, close to 30,000 Jews lived in hiding, or passed as non-Jews. In France, the figure is even higher; over two-thirds of the 300,000 Jews who resided in the country at the start of the German occupation, survived. Similarly in Italy, where three-quarters of the 35,000 Jews who lived there at the start of the German occupation, in September 1943, survived the Holocaust. In Eastern Europe, the figures are much less encouraging. In Poland, with its prewar Jewish population of 3,250,000 Jews, it is estimated that some 40,000 survived either in hiding or by passing as non-Jews. Another 300,000 were saved by fleeing to the Soviet zone of the dismembered nation. In the Baltic countries, only a small fraction of Jews survived, whereas in Hungary, close to a fourth of the 750,000 Jews sur-vived—most of them thanks to the intervention of foreign diplomats stationed in Budapest. Several thousands survived in Slovakia and in each of the Balkan countries. In Bulgaria proper (that is, less the annexed territories) the Jewish population of close to 60,000 remained intact, thanks to the intervention of civil and church figures who stayed the government’s hand in planning the deportation of the Jews to German death camps. In Ukraine, Belarus and Russia, thousands of Jews (it is still hard to ascertain a more precise figure) survived through the active help of the native population, while hundreds of thousands of others were murdered by the Germans and collaborating militias of the native populations. In summary, well over 250,000 Jews survived the Holocaust throughout Europe, through the active help of non-Jews. Viewed statistically, this figure is a small consolation when compared with the awesome number of six million murdered Jews. At the same time, to truly appreciate the significance of these rescue acts, a rather qualitative appraisal is needed, for the simple reason that during the Holocaust it was much easier to kill than to save. To ward off the Nazi onslaught on their existence, Jews desperately needed immediate assistance from their non-Jewish neighbors. While such assistance was forthcoming, it was not in sufficient numbers to save the bulk of Europe’s disarrayed and disoriented Jewish populations who faced a well-oiled and efficient government-orchestrated murder machine.

  Types of Help

  When discussing assistance available to Jews by non-Jews during the Holocaust, one may group them under four principal headings. These are: sheltering, dissimulating, moving, and help to children.

  1) Sheltering: This involved finding a safe and secure hiding place for the fleeing Jew, in the rescuer’s household; of a secluded space, unobservable from the outside, and safe from suspecting eyes of persons wishing to harm Jews. Hiding places varied in size and personal discomfort. It could be a dark corner in the attic, a shaft under the rescuer’s home, with only mice and insects as close companions, or worse, a hole under the barn or pigsty, and having to bear the terrible stench. In less unpalatable circumstances, it could be a dark corner in the rescuer’s home, hidden from outside view by a piece of furniture; an unused section of a business storage room or inside a large double wall or ceiling. All this, for as long as it may take; from a temporary arrangement lasting only days or weeks, to perhaps several months, and in some cases, for as long as two and a half years—that is, until the Germans and other paramilitary antisemitic elements had been evicted from that particular area. In all these instances, the hidden Jew was dependent on his rescuer for the fulfillment of one’s basic existential needs—such as food, washing, and the removal of biological wastes. All these burdens (on top of the difficulties already posed by the war situation) now fell on the shoulders of the rescuer and his family.

  For a few examples: in the Netherlands, Victor Kugler and Miep Gies, former business associates of Otto Frank, cared for his and another family, and saw to its daily needs, including Otto’s daughter Anne Frank, who remained hidden for two years, in an annex of their former business house. In Warsaw, Poland, the Wolski family hid several dozen Jews, including the famed Polish-Jewish historian Emmanuel Ringelblum, in an underground vegetable hothouse near their home. In the same city, zoologist Jan Zabinski hid a group of Jews in emptied animal cages of the Warsaw zoo. Outside Kaunas, Lithuania, Jonas Paulavicius hid a dozen Jews in several bunkers near his home, so that in the event that one shelter were uncovered, the captured persons would not be able, even under torture, to reveal the presence of other hidden persons. In several isolated cases, people even hid in tombs, after the coffins had been removed, such as in Buczacz, Poland, where three people huddled in a tomb for over one and a half years, and were cared for by the cemetery janitor, Manko Szwierczszak.

  These are but a few of many examples of hiding in the most uncommon places, in the hope of surviving the Nazi hell, with the help of others.10

  2) Dissimulating: Another major form of aid was helping a fleeing Jew dissimulate his or her real identity by assuming a new and less Jewish-sounding name, coupled with a new personal history. This included fetching new credentials for the rescued person, including birth or baptismal certificates, and a new place of residence. Passing as a non-Jew was easier said than done, for one had first to carefully ascertain whether one had what was considered a Jewish appearance. This is not something one could take lightly, for the slightest error could be fatal. Not having pronounced Jewish features was not in itself sufficient. One also had to be familiar with the local customs, proper language inflection, folk mannerism, jokes, and religious beliefs; in short, everything needed to dissimulate one’s otherness from the people with whom one mingled. Anyone wishing to pass as a non-Jew—and there were thousands of such persons all over Europe—needed other persons to assist him, first with obtaining proper credentials, then with moving the fleeing Jew to a new location, arranging for him living quarters and a place of work and be on hand to help during emergencies.

  Another form of dissimulation was to be registered as a vital worker in a war-related industry, under German supervision. Berthold Beitz employed over 1,000 mostly unskilled Jews through the ruse that they were needed to operate the oil refinery installations in Drohobycz, Poland. Julius Madritsch and Alfred Rossner did likewise for their many Jewish workers in the military uniform firms in Cracow and Bendin, and Hermann Graebe—for his Jewish workers in railroad installations in Zdolbunov, Ukraine. The most celebrated case in this category is that of Oskar Schindler who claimed that his 1,200 Jewish workers were indispensable for the war effort in his factory in Brunnlitz, Moravia, when in fact, they did not produce a single shell during the whole eight months of the firm’s operation.11

  A third form of deception was by claiming that certain groups of people were nationals of a country with which Germany entertained friendly relations, and should therefore not be harmed. Numerous such “protective letters” were issued by the ambassadors of neutral countries in Budapest in 1944, who were thus able to prevent the deportation of thousands of Jews. Included in this group one may mention the legendary Raoul Wallenberg, of Sweden; Giorgio Perlasca, an Italian who masqueraded as the Spanish chargé d’affaires; Carl Lutz, on behalf of Switzerland, and Monsignor Angelo Rotta, the papal nuncio. All these diplomats utilized the “protective pass” ruse to try to save in combination tens of thousands of Jews in the Hungarian capital during the most critical phase of the Holocaust in that country.12

  3. Moving: Another major form of assistance was to help Jews flee from one place to another; either within German-dominated regions, or across frontiers to countries not embroiled in the war, such as Switzerland, Sweden, Spain and Turkey. Even in areas under German spheres of influence, conditions for Jews varied. In France, for instance, it was somewhat easier to survive in the so-called “free” zone of the Vichy government, where anti-Jewish measures were not applied with the same severity as in the German-occupied north (including Paris). Conditions were even more favorable in regions of France under Italian administration, where Jews were not mistreated. Similar lenient conditions prevailed in other regions under Italian rule, up to September 1943—in western Yugoslavia, Albania, and the Italian zone in Greece, which included Athens. In Ukraine, persons close to the Romanian zone of occupation wished to flee there; again, because of the less severe conditions prevailing for Jews after the initial period of widespread killings by the Romanian military. In Ukraine and Belarus, many able-bodied people wished to flee into the deep forests, to join up with friendly partisans fighting the Nazis. In Greece, Jews sought to escape into the hills, where the partisans prevailed, or by boat to neutral Turkey, where they were permitted to land. Similarly, in Norway and Denmark, thousands of Jews escaped either by boat or by negotiating tortuous passes through the hills, to Sweden, where they were welcomed. In France, after the whole country, including the Italian zone, came under direct Nazi control after September 1943, Jews sought to flee either to Switzerland or to Spain. In all these endeavors, to travel over long distances and tortuous trails and negotiate well-guarded border crossings, without being apprehended, help was needed by non-Jews, for the simple reason that the use of public transportation and public accommodations were denied to Jews by law.

  Of the many examples in this category, only a few may be mentioned here. Tadeusz Soroka helped a group of nine Jews flee from the Grodno Ghetto, in Poland, which was about to be liquidated in March 1944, to Vilnius, where conditions for Jews were at that particular moment somewhat more bearable. The flight was accomplished aboard a German military train on its way to the front. Himself a railroad worker, Soroka accompanied them for a long night ride, as they lay huddled on the roof of the military convoy. In Italy, Father Arrigo Beccari arranged the flight of over 100 Jewish children from the mountainous village of Nonantola to the Swiss border, which they safely crossed. In Italy as well, Father Beniamino Schivo constantly moved a Jewish family from one location to another, and past German lines; in one instance he hid them in a monastery, dressed as nuns, until he had seen them to safety with the arrival of the Allied army. In the Netherlands, Joop Westerweel arranged and led groups of Jewish youth on long treks, past occupied Belgium and France, and up to the Spanish border, high on the Pyrenean mountains. Several diplomats also facilitated the flight of many Jews out of German hands. Aristides de Sousa Mendes, the Portuguese Consul-General in Bordeaux, France, freely issued thousands of Portuguese transit visas to Jewish refugees in the city, on the eve of its surrender to the Germans; Jan Zwartendijk and Sempo Sugihara, the Dutch and Japanese consuls in Kaunas, Lithuania, respectively, likewise issued transit visas to thousands of Jews stranded in that country; finally, Paul Grüninger, the Swiss police border officer in St. Gallen, Switzerland, who issued false entry permits to several thousand fleeing Jews who appeared on his border outpost after the Kristallnacht pogrom, of November 1938, and desperately sought a safe haven in Switzerland.13

  4. Children: The fourth and final category pertains to the rescue of children, a particularly sensitive subject. Obviously, where adult Jewish persons had to fend for themselves, in some instances in hiding places where silence and strict discipline were the order of the day, or circulating freely under an assumed identity, children could hardly be part of this conspiracy of shelter and subterfuge. If both parents and their children were to have a chance to survive, the two sides had to separate—perhaps never to see each other again. This meant turning over one’s child for an indefinite period for safekeeping and adoption in either a children’s home, or with a private family. Children old enough to distinguish between their natural and adopted parents had to be “reprogrammed;” that is, to erase from their minds the remembrance of their erstwhile true parents and their own earlier names, forget their Jewish affiliation and religious customs—all this for reasons not fully, if at all, comprehended by these tender minds—and readapt to totally new filial and group relationships, and new cultural and religious environments. Persons involved in this rescue operation included those who traveled long distances to make the proper arrangements, escorted the children to their new homes, and made routine inspection visits to make sure the children were well cared. Not to overlook the host families who took the frightened children into their homes and showered them with affection, love and patience, while fabricating stories to neighbors to explain the sudden appearance of a strange child in their household.

  Of the many examples, one may mention Yvonne Nevejean, who as head of Belgian’s national child care agency, opened the agency’s doors for hundreds of Jewish children on their way to host families. In the Netherlands, the NV group is the most noteworthy of the several clandestine cells which dedicated themselves to rescuing Jewish children by dispersing them with various host families, in distant locations. In France, Dr. Rita Breton dispersed several hundred children in the Normandy countryside, while Denise Bergon sheltered Jewish children in Catholic institutions. Rolande Birgy, who worked on behalf of a Catholic youth organization, and the Quaker-affiliated Helga Holbek and Alice Synnestvedt spirited many children across the Swiss border. In Poland, Irena Sendler spirited children from the Warsaw Ghetto, and with the help of trustworthy aides, helped to disperse them in private homes and religious institutions. Still in Poland, Sister Matylda Getter is one of several nuns awarded the Righteous title for sheltering many Jewish girls in her religious orphanage.14

  Risks to the Rescuer

  The Nazis prided themselves on their anti-Jewish measures and boasted that they would solve what they termed the Jewish Question once-and-for-all, through the use of the most drastic steps. However, when it came to whole-sale murder, they decided to conceal from the world-at-large this heinous intention with code-worded language—words understood only by those directly involved in the sordid act, but fooling many others (even those privy to classified information) on the exact nature of the Final Solution. Most—even suspecting persons—refused to believe that a nation, until recently considered one of most civilized in the world, would embark on such an unprecedented mass-scale murder operation, especially as the Germans stood nothing to gain from butchering defenseless Jews. Hard as it was to conceive of such an idea, the tone of the Nazi language and the choice of words, when addressing the Jewish issue, made it clear that they were determined to consign the Jews to a bitter fate. For everyone with eyes to see and ears to hear, it was no secret that the Nazis meant to rid the European continent of the Jewish population, in one way or another. To the populations under Nazi dominance (and allied regimes), it was also made crystal-clear that the Nazis intended to deal harshly with anyone placing obstacles by offering aid to fleeing Jews. To remove any doubts, the Nazis publicly warned the local population of the dire consequences, including the death penalty, awaiting non-Jews who aided Jews to avoid falling into the Nazi dragnet. In Poland, for instance, large posters appeared on bulletin boards in the major cities, warning of the death penalty for various forms of aid to Jews on the run, including sheltering them in one’s home, selling them provisions, and moving them from one place to another.

  Some rescuers indeed paid with their lives for helping Jews. Such was the fate of the rescuers of the noted Polish-Jewish historian Emmanual Ringelblum, who was hidden together with a large group of Jews in an underground shelter on the Aryan side of Warsaw. When the place was discovered, the Germans shot all the bunker’s residents, including their rescuers—the Wolski family. Yad Vashem archives contain additional documents of Poles sentenced to death for the above mentioned offenses. Jan and Stanislaw Kurdziel were likewise executed for helping two Jewish women leave the ghetto in Zarki. Jakob and Zofia Gargasz were sentenced to death for sheltering an old Jewish women in their home in Brzezow. Rescuers in other countries fared no better. In Germany, the farmer Heinrich List was sent to Dachau camp in 1942, where he died the same year, after being apprehended for sheltering a Jewish acquaintance on his farm. Still in Germany, Ilse Totzke was deported to Ravensbrück camp, for trying to help a Jewish woman flee to Switzerland. In Fiume, Italy, police chief Giovanni Palatucci was also sent to Dachau, where he perished, for aiding Jews and other persons sought by the Nazis. In Denmark, Henry Thomsen was arrested and sent to Neuengamme camp, where he died, for his involvement in ferrying Jews across to Sweden. In Avon, France, Father Jacques (Lucien Bunel), was arrested in his Catholic seminary, after he was betrayed for hiding three Jewish boys. He was sent to a concentration camp, where he died. Suzanne Spaak, deeply immersed in the rescue of Jewish children in the Paris region, was executed by the Nazis on the eve of the liberation of the city, in August 1944. In the Netherlands, Joop Westerweel, Jaap Musch, Joop Woortman, and Albertus Zefat, were executed on Dutch soil for their involvement in the rescue of Jews. Sometimes, not directly aiding but merely showing sympathy with Jews could land a person in a concentration camp. Adelaide Hautval, who complained about the harsh treatment of Jews in a French prison, was dubbed a “Friend of the Jews,” and deported to Auschwitz, which she luckily survived. These are but a few of many examples of rescuers who suffered martyrdom, or severe sufferings, for their attempt to help Jews to stay alive.15

  Much as the rescuers feared the Germans, the danger did not only stem from them but also from other quarters, such as: (a) local collaborators with the Nazis who, for political and ideological reasons, dealt with the Jews sometimes more cruelly than the Nazis; (b) anti-German partisans units, especially in Eastern Europe, who persecuted and even killed Jews with the same dedication as shown in their courageous struggle against the Germans; (c) various antisemitic elements (pro- or anti-Nazi) who did not want to miss out on the opportunity to help the occupiers rid their country of Jews; final-ly, (d) blackmailers, holding to no ideological or political conviction, who simply wanted to cash in on the opportunity to fleece Jews and their rescu-ers in return for not turning them in to the authorities; or betray them in return for a reward promised anyone fetching a Jew on the run.

  Would-be rescuers had to take into account the danger that could emanate from any of these quarters, on top of the obvious danger from the Germans. Consequently, while not belittling aid afforded to Jews from persons not facing such threats to their person (such as benefactors in countries not under German domination)—those who faced such dangers and did not waver in their commitment toward their wards are considered by Yad Vashem, Israel’s national Holocaust memorial, to be worthy of the title of “Righteous Among the Nations.” This is an honor which Jewish tradition has reserved for non-Jews who act according to universal stand-ards of justice, and, whenever necessary, above and beyond the prevailing norms in their society.

  Yad Vashem’s Program of “Righteous Among the Nations”

  In 1953, the Knesset (Israeli parliament) legislated the country’s national memorial for Holocaust victims, known as Yad Vashem. In the law’s pre-amble, the Righteous Among the Nations are mentioned as one of the memorial’s principal functions; persons who, in the lawmaker’s words, “risked their lives to save Jews.” The term “Righteous Among the Nations” has its origin in Jewish lore, and has known various interpretations, including the popular one of non-Jews who showed favor to Jews during periods of distress and persecution. The Israeli legislator, therefore, chose this ancient Jewish title to designate non-Jewish rescuers of Jews during the Holocaust.

  Nine years after the law’s passage, in 1962, Yad Vashem acted by creating a public commission to assist it in the implementation of the Righteous Among the Nations provision of the 1953 law. Headed by a Supreme Court judge, the “Commission for the Designation of the Righteous” defined the principal criteria for according the Righteous title to non-Jewish rescuers of Jews. The commission’s first chairman was Justice Moshe Landau, who a year earlier presided over the trial of Nazi war criminal Adolf Eichmann, and was later appointed President of the Israeli Supreme Court. He was succeeded by Supreme Court judge Moshe Bejski (who survived the Holocaust through the help of the German Oskar Schindler), then by Supreme Court Judge Yaakov Maltz (formerly the State Comptroller). The Righteous title may be bestowed on non-Jewish rescuers of Jews, when the following conditions are met:

  — The very attempt by a non-Jewish rescuer, including his, or her, personal participation in a serious attempt to help at least one Jewish person to survive, irrespective of whether the rescue operation proved successful or not;

  — At a time when the Jewish person was helpless and, in order to survive, had to rely on help by others;

  — And in that undertaking, the rescuer placed his own life and well-being in jeopardy;

  — The rescue act not having been preconditioned on the receipt of a substantial monetary or other tangible reward and compensation;

  — The humanitarian motivation proved to be the rescuer’s principal incentive;

  — The rescuer not having, before and during the rescue operation, been in a position to directly or indirectly cause physical harm to Jews and/or other nationalities;

  — Verification of the story exists through elaborate and convincing testimonies by the rescued party and/or incontestable documentary material.

  The “risk to life” clause remains the principle criterion for the bestowing of the Righteous title—the Jewish people’s highest honor to non-Jews who

  were prepared to stake their lives—the highest price one can be asked to forego—in return for helping Jews survive the Nazi onslaught on their physical existence.16

  Over the three decades of the commission’s existence, the afore-mentioned guidelines have guided it in its deliberations on the attribution of the Righteous title which, since 1962, has been awarded to over 17,000 men and women, representing roughly some 8,000 accredited rescue stories. This, however, is but a small fraction of the actual number of persons involved in the rescue of Jews, but who for a variety of reasons have not been identified. In many cases, both rescuers and rescued have died and cannot, therefore, testify on the rescue operation. There is, moreover, an important psychological factor which militates against revealing one’s rescue many years past at the hands of others. Reopening old wounds, and recalling past traumas, are understandably excruciatingly painful experiences to many survivors. Evoking a period when they underwent the most horrible inhumane treatment, which resulted in the loss of loved ones, is something that many prefer to keep to themselves, or repress in their subconscious, to the end of their lives, including their rescue at the hands of non-Jews. Who are we—from a position of undisturbed and comfortable lives—to judge?
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  Through this brief introduction we hope to have enlightened the reader on the circumstances of rescue operations against the setting of the darkened world of the Holocaust (sometimes referred to by its Hebrew term Shoah, or Catastrophe). Having delimited the scope of the Righteous program, one sometimes wonders how these magnificent stories of human behavior at its best, soon to be illustrated, have come to the attention of the Jerusalem-based institution; of deeds that occurred in distant places and many decades ago? In general, most rescue stories originate with the rescued party—that is, the survivors, who take the first step by informing Yad Vashem of their travails during the Holocaust, including their rescue at the hands of one or several non-Jewish rescuers, coupled with a request to have them recognized and honored. Upon the receipt of such a detailed testimony by the rescued person, a statement is also solicited from the side of the rescuer party. The story is then carefully examined in light of the historical data of the period, as well as the criteria governing the attribution of the Righteous title. It is then submitted to the Commission for the Designation of the Righteous for its verdict on the case. In other instances, the discovery of a potential Righteous occurs as the result of scholarly research or due to information received from sources other than the rescued or their rescuers.

  To
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  highlight the stories of these knights of the spirit, Yad Vashem is currently engaged in a vast enterprise, the publishing of a multi-volume alphabetical Lexicon of the Righteous, with a summary of the deeds of each of the honorees. In this book, more space is devoted to a select few of these uncommon humanitarian stories, which have been chosen for their special interest and unique dramatic character. As a starter, we mention the stories of a few who either protested against the antisemitic measures of the Nazi

  Righteous Commission chairman, Judge Yaakov Maltz (left), is making a point. Next to him is Yad Vashem’s Vice Chair-man Johanan Bein, and Commission member Yitzhak Artzi.
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  regime or tried to alert the world of what was happening in the Nazi kingdom of hell—alarms which, alas, went unheeded. We then continue with select stories outlining the various facets of rescue, such as sheltering and hiding in the rescuer’s home, covering-up one’s Jewish identity and other subterfuge methods, in order to avoid detection by the Nazis; and help through escape from Nazi-held territory. We then illustrate cases where the rescuers were apprehended and suffered punishment, including the death penalty. A special chapter is dedicated to the world of hidden children, and the post-traumatic effects this had on their lives. We also illustrate rescue stories spearheaded by the clergy. An additional chapter examines the vexing cases of persons who saved, but for various reasons were declined the righteous title. Following the Concluding Thoughts chapter, appendix A discusses the vital role played by some Jewish rescuers, and the need to find a proper honorary framework for them; Appendix B highlights the uniqueness of a Belgian rescuer of many children; Appendix C deals with the unknown righteous of the Holocaust period; and Appendix D provides a statistical country-by-country breakdown of the righteous on Yad Vashem’s Roll of Honor.

  I believe that the world is sustained through the good deeds of the few—perhaps too few. Whatever the numbers, their role is still sufficient to free the world (if only momentarily, during periodic moments) from the suffocating stranglehold of the forces of evil. This book is dedicated to the Righteous—those known to us, and the anonymous—known only to God.


  Chapter 2

  

  Protest and Alarm Sounding

  Society can thwart the actions of criminal regimes, such as Hitler’s Nazi Germany, when responsible civic and religious leaders rise to the challenge, protest and sound the alarm, and openly call their supporters to open and passive resistance, coupled with public demonstrations and manifestations. Such behavior, however, was sorely lacking in the Germany of 1933. Quite to the contrary; all political movements, save the Nazi party, as well as labor unions and other civic and religious organizations, shut their offices and disbanded, and joined the chorus of those hailing the advent of a new messiah in Germany. Only a few lone voices were heard; too few to make a dent—especially on the Jewish issue. So we begin with several stories of persons who, although they did not actually save—they tried to save, by sounding the alarm, which sadly was not believed by others. But first, a unique case of a German scientist who preferred exile from his country to taking advantage of a situation arising from the Nazi government’s initial anti-Jewish measures.

  

  Otto Krayer

  The German Scientist Who Refused a Vacant Post on Moral Grounds

  In the spring of 1933, Professor Otto Krayer, the acting head of the Depart-ment of Pharmacology and Toxicology at Berlin University, was invited by the head of the regional education department to fill the Chair of Pharmacology at the Medical Academy of Düsseldorf, due to the vacancy created by the dismissal of the Jewish incumbent, Professor Philip Ellinger. Declin-ing this offer, Krayer outlined his reason, in a letter dated May 16, 1933, to Stuckart, the Prussian Minister of Science, Art, and National Education, in the new Hitler regime:

  The primary reason for my reluctance is that I feel the exclusion of Jewish scientists to be an injustice, the necessity of which I cannot understand, since it has been justified by reasons that lie outside the domain of science. This feeling of injustice is an ethical phenomenon. It is innate to the structure of my personality, and not something imposed from the outside. Under these circumstances, assuming such a position as the one in Düssel-dorf would impose a great mental burden on me—a burden that would make it difficult to take up my duties as a teacher with joy and a sense of dedication, without which I cannot teach properly. I place a high value on the role of university teacher, and I myself would want the privilege of engaging in this activity to be given only to men who, apart from their research capabilities, also have special human qualities. Had I not expressed to you the misgivings that made me hesitate to accept your offer immediately, I would have compromised one of these essential human qualities, that of honesty. . . I therefore prefer to forego this appointment, though it is suited to my inclinations and capabilities, rather than having to betray my convictions; or that by remaining silent I would encourage an opinion about me that does not correspond with the facts.

  Krayer’s unwillingness to take advantage of a vacated position, due to the dismissal of a Jewish scientist, as a result of the Nazi government’s firing of all Jewish academicians, is perhaps unique in the annals of German academia.1 Had many others followed in his footsteps, one cannot withhold speculating what effect this may have produced on the Nazi leadership, at this initial period of their rule. As Krayer’s lone challenge to the regime’s new antisemitic policy proved to be the exception to the rule, it was not to go unanswered, and Stuckart in his reply to the ethically stalwart professor informed him that he would henceforth be barred from teaching in a German university. Furthermore, “pending final decision on the basis of section 4 of the Law on the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service [a law meant to bar employment in the civil service to non-Aryans; i.e., Jews], I herewith forbid you, effective immediately, from entering any government academic institution, and from using any State libraries or scientific facil-ities.”

  For a time, Krayer made use of private libraries, to pursue his scientific work. Later that same year, Krayer’s academic privileges at the University of Berlin were restored. However, the winds of change in Germany were not to Krayer’s liking, and he accepted an invitation to join a position at Univer-sity College, London, with the support of the Rockefeller Foundation. He then taught pharmacology at the American University of Beirut and Har-vard Medical School. Through the following years, Krayer contributed extensively to research on cardiovascular pharmacology, and wrote some 120 research articles. He died in 1982.

  Since Krayer was not involved in the rescue of Jews, nor voiced publicly his opposition to the antisemitic measures, the case of this morally-upright person was not consistent with the criteria for the Righteous title. At the same time, the Yad Vashem’s Commission for the Righteous noted the man’s meritorious behavior, in stark contrast to the passivity of his col-leagues, and urged that Krayer’s action be given publicity. Hopefully, the few lines here will serve as a modest contribution to a person who preferred exile from his native country, rather than take advantage of a vacant position caused by the dismissal of a Jewish academician, in the first year of Nazi rule in Germany.2
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  Dr. Otto Krayer

  From the Harvard Medical Library in the Francis A. Countway Library of Medicine. Photo by Albert R. Frederick, Jr.

  

  Armin T. Wegner

  The German Activist Who addressed a Protest to Hitler

  There was, however, one man who decided not to restrict himself to a silent protest but to try to galvanize the German public against the antisemitic measures of the new regime with an open letter (in the style of Emile Zola’s J’accuse, during the Dreyfus affair in France),3 to appear in one of Germany’s leading newspapers. As all newspapers declined to print a denun-ciation of the government’s antisemitism, Armin T. Wegner decided to take his case directly to the head of the new regime— to Adolf Hitler himself. As he mailed his long-worded letter on April 11, 1933 to Hitler, Wegner had a premonition that dire things were in store for him. But as he did over a decade ago, when the Turkish massacre of the Armenians prompted him to voice his protest, he felt that the virulent antisemitic measures of the new regime were a challenge to the moral fiber of his country, and as such, in contrast to other Germans, he could not remain silent.

  In the letter, which he entitled “For Germany,” but which today is better known as “The Warning,” Wegner blasted, in no unclear terms, the government’s dismissal of Jews from all positions of influence in the life of the country. He warned of the shameful stain which such a policy, if allowed to continue, would leave on the good name of Germany and, there-fore, called to reverse directions and annul the anti-Jewish laws just recently promulgated. The Jews, Wegner reminded Hitler, through their scientific discoveries, had contributed greatly to Germany’s fame:

  We should say in all candor that Jews contributed to Germany’s becoming famous and held in esteem by the world. . . Remember Albert Einstein, a German Jew, who made the universe tremble; who, like Copernicus, penetrated space to give mankind a new vision of the universe. Remember Albert Ballin, a German Jew, creator of the big transatlantic line to the West, where the mightiest ship in the world sailed in the direction of the country of freedom. . . It was Haber, a Jew, who like a magician, drew nitrogen out of air in his flask. It was Ehrlich, the wise doctor, who introduced a remedy to overcome syphilis among our people. . . I could fill many, many pages, if I only wanted to enumerate the names of those, whose diligence and intelligence are registered once and for all in our history. I ask you, whether all these men and women have done all that as Jews or Germans?. . . We accepted the blood sacrifice of 12,000 Jewish men during the war. Are we permitted. . . to deny their parents, sons, brothers, grandchildren, wives and sisters the right, gained through the generations, to have a country, to be at home?

  Before continuing further to examine Wegner’s long and carefully-crafted letter to Hitler, let us briefly sketch the man’s background up to this moment. Born in 1886, in Wuppertal, Armin Theophil Wegner studied law and political science in Zurich, Paris, Berlin and Breslau, earning him, in 1914, a doctorate in jurisprudence. During World War One, he was a military medic, on duty with the German army in Turkey, then an ally of Germany. While in Iraq and Syria (both under Turkish rule), he witnessed the massacre of the Armenians, which he reported in letters and photographs to friends in Germany. Because of these censorship violations, he was recalled to Berlin. There he tried in vain to raise public opinion on the plight of the Armenians. In 1919, on the eve of the Versailles Conference, he drafted an open letter to U.S. President Woodrow Wilson (which also appeared in several German journals), to enlist his intervention in the cause of Armenia at the conference, but to no avail. After the war, he wrote widely on travels to many countries, as well as various germane topics (including pacifism and nonviolence, causes greatly favored by him). With the rise of the Nazis to power, his books and articles were banned. This did not deter him from appealing directly to Hitler on an issue of great moral import.

  Ridiculing the idea of a pure Germanic race, in his letter Wegner underlined the disparate origins of the German people: Franks, Frisians; even a blood infusion from a Slav tribe. “Didn’t you come yourself from a neighboring country,” Wegner taunted the Führer. As for patriotism, the Jews “are more attached to their home country than those who never left it.” Witness the unwillingness of many Jews, at this early stage of Nazi rule, to leave the country. “I think such emotional feeling is to be admired,” Wegner pointed out. He then warned of the consequences of the regime’s antisemitism on Germany’s name:

  Herr Reichkanzler, not only the fate of our Jewish brothers is at stake – the fate of Germany is here at stake!. . . I address my words to you: an end to these events!’ The Jews survived the Babylonian Exile, the years of slavery in Egypt, the Spanish Inquisition, the persecution of the Crusaders and sixteen hundred pogroms in Russia. With the same toughness that helped this people survive every hardship, the Jews will overcome this danger, too. The insult and misfortune that Germany is burdening on itself, will, however, not be forgotten for a long time!. . . The day will come when the first of April [the day the Nazis proclaimed a general boycott of Jewish businesses] will arouse a hideous shame in the memory of all Germans, when they have to judge their deeds.

  Why then, Wegner argued, were Jews hated and persecuted? The answer was simple: “Because this people places law and justice above everything else.” However, it was also by divine design (a term which, Wegner reminded Hitler, he used in his speeches) that the Jews have been inserted among the Germans, for they serve “like salt into the leaven of bread.” In fact, the Jews are “a social and ethical necessity” by their power of judgment and their understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of human behavior.

  In the concluding part of his letter, Wegner pleaded with Hitler to cease the persecution of the Jews:

  A tormented heart speaks to you. The words are not only my words, they are the voice of fate admonishing you: ‘Protect Germany by protecting the Jews.’ . . . It has always been the privilege of a great soul to admit mistakes made. . . Restore to their position those cast out, the doctors to their hospitals, the judges to their courts. Don’t exclude any longer the children from their schools. Heal the afflicted hearts of the mothers, and the whole nation will be thankful to you. Think of it— Germany may be able to live without the Jews, but it cannot live without its honor and values. . . I say this not as a friend of the Jews, but as a friend of the Germans, being myself rooted in a family whose origins I can trace back to the days of the Crusaders. Out of love for my own people, I direct my words to you.

  While everyone remained silent, he could not do so. “I ask you fer-vently,” Wegner concluded his long letter, “preserve the generosity, the pride, the conscience, which are essential for our existence-preserve the honor of the German people!”

  Wegner was not left to wonder too long how his letter would be received. At first, an innocent letter of acknowledgment was sent to him by Martin Bormann, Hitler’s personal aide. Then, suddenly, on August 19, 1933, Wegner was arrested by the Gestapo, and taken for interrogation. He was brutally beaten, until he lost consciousness, then transferred to several concentration camps, including Oranienburg. The British Quakers inter-ceded on his behalf, and he was released the following year. He subsequently knew no peace, moving from one place to another, and finally settling in Italy, where he was again arrested for five weeks in 1940, at the request of the Gestapo. In September 1943, when the Germans occupied Rome and northern Italy, Wegner fled, with his common-law wife Irene Kowaliska to southern Italy. After the war, he eked out an income from articles and radio plays in Geman and Swiss newspapers. On a visit to his homeland Germany in 1952, he found it difficult to readjust and returned to Italy, where he lived until his death in 1978, in his 92nd year. Ten years earlier, the Armenian Soviet Republic, in recognition of his service on behalf of the Armenian cause, awarded him the Order of St. Gregory. In April 1996, his remains were interred in the Armenian capital Yerevan, at the invitation of the government, in the now fully independent Armenia.

  His case was first brought to Yad Vashem’s attention in January 1967. Most Commission members followed the lead of Justice Moshe Landau, the Commission chairman (who several years earlier presided over the trial of Adolf Eichmann), in praise of the man’s courageous conduct. Landau reminded Commission members that in 1933 people were already being arrested and sent to the camps. .Nazi rule was ruthless from the start.. Hence, Wegner was perfectly aware of the risks to his person by his open defiance addressed to the Nazi head of state. Moreover, Wegner seemingly was the only German who suffered greatly for daring to write directly to Hitler on the Jewish issue, in no uncertain terms. If he did not directly save anyone, his action was aimed at preventing the persecution of Jews on a greater scale. Just as we do not differentiate between war criminals with blood on their hands from those who give the order, Justice Landau remarked [probably having in mind Adolf Eichmann, over whose judgment he presided], likewise when considering rescuers of Jews one ought not to differentiate between the various forms of rescue attempts, especially when such action placed its author in dire jeopardy of life. The uniqueness of Wegner’s stand and open defiance of Nazi antisemitism placed him in a special category— that of a Righteous person. In 1967, Armin Wegner was, indeed awarded this high distinction. The following year, on a visit to Israel, he planted a tree in his name in the Avenue of the Righteous, at Yad Vashem.4
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  Armin T. Wegner

  

  Jan Karski

  The Polish Underground Courier Whose Alarm Went Unheeded

  The phone call at his London hotel room, in the fall of 1942, left Jan Karski devastated. He had just been informed that Szmul Zygelbojm, a leader of the Jewish Bund organization, had committed suicide by turning on the gas in his apartment. Several weeks earlier, Karski had given him an eyewitness account of the horrendous situation of Polish Jewry, which was being decimated by the Germans.

  It had all begun a few months earlier. Jan Karski, a courier for the Polish underground, was instructed by his superiors that, before leaving on another secret errand to England, he was to meet two Jewish underground leaders in Warsaw, from whom he was to accept a message to be delivered to the Polish Government-in-exile in London. Before the war, Karski had studied Law and Diplomatic Sciences at a Lwow university. Taken prisoner by the Russians, in September 1939, he fled to the German-occupied area of Poland and immediately enlisted in the Polish underground. In June 1940, he underwent severe torture at the hands of the Gestapo, after being apprehended trying to cross into Slovakia, on his way to England via Hungary. In his cell, he attempted suicide by cutting his veins, and was rushed to a hospital, whence he made his escape, by leaping through a window. He was now about to undertake another similar dangerous mission.

  Meeting the two Jewish leaders in a Warsaw suburb apartment, in late summer of 1942, at the height of the German extermination of the largest Jewish ghetto in Poland, Karski was struck by the complete hopelessness of their predicament. For Leon Feiner and Menachem Kirschenbaum, the killing of Polish Jewry meant the end of their world. Added to their despondency was the depressing feeling that this war, which they hoped would be won by the Allies, would however end with the Jewish people gone. As they put it to the startled Karski:

  You other Poles are fortunate. You are suffering too. Many of you will die, but at least your nation goes on living. After the war Poland will be resurrected. Your cities will be rebuilt and your wounds will slowly heal. From this ocean of tears, pain, rage and humiliation your country will emerge again but the Polish Jews will no longer exist. We will be dead. Hitler will lose his war against the human, the just, and the good, but he will win his war against the Polish Jews. No—it will not be a victory; the Jewish people will be murdered.5

  In order to save the remnants of Polish Jewry, the two leaders appealed to Karski to call upon Jewish leaders in England and America to stage sit-down hunger strikes in front of governmental chancelleries in their countries. “Let them accept no food or drink, let them die a slow death while the world is looking on. Let them die. This may shake the conscience of the world.” Profoundly shaken, Karski sank in his armchair. “I was shivering and I felt the pulses in my temples pounding. I rose to go.” The two leaders stopped him, for they had another message to deliver—an uprising in the Warsaw Ghetto which was being planned and would take place. “We are not going to die in slow torment, but fighting,” but this would be “the most hopeless declaration of war that has ever been made.”

  Afraid that he would not be believed in London and Washington, Karski asked to be smuggled inside the Warsaw Ghetto, to witness the liquidation taking place at the time, as well as in a forward post of a concentration camp (dressed as a pro-German Latvian guard), to see with his own eyes the brutal treatment of Jews arriving in cattle wagons. After these eyesight encounters in the Nazi Kingdom of Hell, he had seen more than he could stomach.

  In London, several weeks later, he was in a state of numbness. He had lost interest in the original purpose of his mission—to report on matters dealing with the Polish underground. The tragedy affecting the Jewish people in Poland had taken hold of him, and he became obsessed with it. When he met Zygelbojm, he described to him the terrible state of the dwindling Jewish population in the Warsaw Ghetto. “Conditions are horrible. The people in the ghetto live in constant agony, a lingering, tormenting death.” He then repeated the appeal for world Jewish leaders to stage hunger strikes. Zygelbojm snapped back: “It is impossible. . . You know what would happen. They would simply bring in two policemen and have me dragged away to an institution.” Then came the news of Zygel-bojm’s suicide, which coincided with the news of the start of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising on April 19, 1943. Karski felt deeply remorseful at having triggered Zygelbojm’s suicide by revealing to him the desperate situation of his people in Poland. “I had personally handed Zygelbojm his death warrant, even though I had been only the instrument.” This man’s death symbolized to Karski the world’s indifference to the plight of other people. “For days afterwards,” he confided in his 1944-published memoirs, “I felt all my confidence in myself and in my work vanishing.” Unbeknownst to him, at this low point in his mental state, his mission had been born!

  Quickly regaining his composure, he began a series of meetings with Jewish leaders and British officials. He then left for the United States where he continued to raise the alarm on the tragic fate of Polish Jewry, personally reporting to President Roosevelt, Secretary of State Cordell Hull, and War Secretary Henry Stimson. He related all this in a special chapter, Story of a Secret State, which was published in 1944, while the war was still on, and which became a Book-of-the-Month-Club selection. He remembers his emotional state as he was about to be ushered into the presence of Roosevelt. “I was overwhelmed. I was going to see the lord of the world in the White House.” The meeting lasted one hour and 20 minutes, and most of it was taken up with the state of affairs in occupied Poland. Finally, allowed to speak on the Jewish question, Karski stated bluntly: “The Jewish leaders are totally helpless. The Poles can save only individuals; they cannot stop extermination. Only the powerful Allied leaders can do that.” Brushing aside the Jewish issue, Roosevelt assured his host that the Poles “have a friend in the White House,” and that they would be vindicated for the crimes committed against them. “Justice and freedom shall prevail,” the President raised his arm as he waived goodbye to the subdued Karski. When he related a similar message to Supreme Court Justice Felix Frank-furter, the latter expressed doubt: “I am unable to believe you,” he responded. Karski was uncertain what he meant by this: did he have doubts on the veracity of the facts, or did he find them so shocking as to make them unacceptable to the human mind? Probably both.
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