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“The nonfiction stunner of the year.”


—William Safire, The New York Times


“This is a moving, troubling, powerful book which will evoke shame, compassion, anger and admiration. This is a book that must be read.”


—Bernard Lewis, Professor Emeritus, Princeton University; Director of the Annenberg Research Institute


“Abstraction is memory’s most ardent enemy. It kills because it encourages distance and often indifference. We must remind ourselves that the Holocaust was not six million. It was one, plus one, plus one...”


—Judith Miller, One, by One, by One




One, by One, by One by Judith Miller of The New York Times is brilliant reporting. Beginning with the conviction that we become what we choose to remember, Miller travels to six nations (West Germany, Austria, France, the Netherlands, the USSR, and the U.S.) whose modern identities have been affected by the specter of the Holocaust, the world’s worst genocide In each country, Miller explores the ways people have consciously and unconsciously shaped their memories of this almost unspeakable tragedy, sometimes revising history to rationalize their past actions; sometimes attempting to distance themselves from painful truth; sometimes trying only to forget.


Reporting from a survivor reunion in a small West German town, the Barbie trial in France, the Waldheim controversy in Austria, and many other important sites, Miller sifts through the forgotten evidence, correcting false impressions, explaining the uses—both personal and political—of memory. Measuring the distance between history and the myths we have made, she explains how nations and individuals have “blurred” the specificity of the Holocaust, reducing its importance by comparing it to other mass killings. She reminds us that the nation which now identifies itself as Hitler’s first victim was actually the first Nazi ally. She reveals the vulgarization of memory in high-tech Hollywood memorials. She shows how official records have been purposely distorted, how victims have been blamed, how lessons have been lost.


At the same time, Miller searches for ways in which the truth about the Holocaust can be transmitted intact to future generations. In video archives where the testimonies of survivors are recorded for posterity, in committee meetings where battles rage over the proper methods of commemoration, she examines the ways each nation is attempting to face the legacy of the Holocaust. Though her conclusions are troubling, the words of the victims are haunting and unforgettable


“I wanted to show them I had survived,” one survivor says during her first visit to Germany since the war. “I came to show the Germans, but I guess I needed to prove it to myself as well.”


One, by One, by One is about the necessity—for all of us—of such returns. Judith Miller has written a landmark book about the Holocaust and the nature and purpose and uses of history. Finally, One, by One, by One is about the need to assimilate the truth of experience in order to mourn, learn, understand, and live.
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Preface


This book is not about the Holocaust but about how it is remembered.


It is about memories of an event so horrible that scholars disagree to this day about what it should be called. The term Holocaust—a Greek word that originally meant a sacrifice wholly consumed by fire—is obviously a misnomer. The Nazi genocide was not an offering to God; nor were the Jews and Gypsies and others who were slaughtered willing victims. The word Holocaust, rather, is a palatable way of alluding to man’s descent into almost indescribable cruelty, not during ancient times but in this century. For sometimes, words fail us. The term genocide or massacre does not convey the enormity of what happened. So for want of a more accurate term, the word Holocaust has come to symbolize the evils that were perpetrated by the Germans and their accomplices. Today, even uttering the word makes people deeply uncomfortable.


This book is about that discomfort, about the struggle within each of us between the very human desire to repress memories of that era and the need not to forget it. I have tried to explore the way different people have tried to distort, to justify, to erase memories of the Holocaust, and how some have tried to use them to rationalize the past.


This book is also about the obligations of memory, about what we owe those who survived and those who did not. Survivors, Jews especially, want us all to remember the Holocaust and to pass the memories on to all our heirs. But how can this be done most effectively and honestly? If the Holocaust was unique, as I believe it was, how can it be compared to other catastrophes? If it may not be compared, how is it relevant?


I asked these questions in six countries. All, except the Soviet Union, are democracies today. All share European roots and heritage.


Germany, of course. Though the Germans do not use the word “Holocaust” (they prefer “Final Solution” and other ambiguous terms devised by the Nazis), the event was a German inspiration. Young Germans today know this; despite attempts at evasion, many are deeply ashamed of the past. The name of the town of Dachau was not changed after the concentration camp nearby was destroyed, but pregnant women frequently go to hospitals in neighboring towns so that their children’s birth certificates will not bear its name.


The ways in which the Holocaust has been remembered and taught are very different in the two parts of Germany. I concentrated on the Federal Republic, because, unlike East Germany under its Communist domination, it has not argued that the Holocaust was something perpetrated by the “other” Germany.


Austria, too. The Austrians elected as their president Kurt Waldheim, a former Nazi soldier who declared that he had only done his “duty” in serving with the Waffen SS during the war. Why do they call themselves Hitler’s first victims when they were his first enthusiastic allies?


The Netherlands. Holland is the home of Anne Frank, the Holocaust’s most famous victim. Its citizens are among those most frequently honored by Israel. Few countries enjoy such a sterling reputation; few have so high an opinion of themselves and their wartime conduct. And rarely is the gap between perception and history so glaring.


France, the post-revolutionary home of liberty, equality, and fraternity, had a well established Jewish community. Under German occupation, it betrayed many of its Jewish citizens with little prodding or regret. Even so, seventy-five percent of French Jews were saved, or some would say, saved themselves. The French, absorbed by their civilization, are deeply troubled by this chapter.


The Soviet Union lost the greatest number of people during the war. By the war’s end, only 20 percent of men born in 1923 were alive. But this nation that lost so much has been unable and unwilling to recognize that its Jews suffered disproportionately because of their Jewishness. The historical record has been officially distorted.


Finally, the United States. The majority of Jewish survivors came here. They found a democratic, tolerant culture in which they and their children prospered. Americans are far removed, morally and geographically, from the scene of the genocide. While this distance has enabled many American Jews to confront the Holocaust, for many it has become an obsession. It is they who have been most enraged by the efforts to erase or alter the memory of what happened. They have led the campaign against President Reagan’s commemoration at the cemetery at Bitburg, against Kurt Waldheim, and against the presence of Polish Carmelite nuns at Auschwitz. They have a practical stake in keeping memory of the Holocaust alive, as a way of maintaining American support for Israel, and as a talisman in fighting discrimination against themselves and other minorities.


As I traveled in Europe and America, I heard different people describe different Holocausts. There did not seem to be a “collective memory” in any country I visited. The war bitterly divided people already split by class, religion, and political ideology. Jews, however, do seem to have something resembling collective memory. For them, memory is almost religion. As Saul Friedlander, the Israeli Holocaust historian, has noted, Judaism is partly the retelling of a story; remembrance is the essential component of Jewish tradition.


In each of the six countries, I found many signs of Holocaust revisionism. Facts have been recrafted, through false comparisons and analyses of peripheral rather than the core events of the Holocaust. There is what the Germans call “Schlusstrich,” (the creation of historical dividing lines) and inversion of guilt, blaming the victims.


Only a tiny group of malevolent cranks contends that the Holocaust did not take place, but the more subtle forms of revisionism are evident in battles over how history should be taught, in jokes, in literature, and in the popular culture, in television and films.


I am a journalist. So I tried to let people describe the Holocaust they remembered in their own words. What I have written are their memories of the past. Some of what they said was true, some distorted. But I wanted the clashes of memory to emerge through the voices of those who endured those years and those struggling today to understand or rationalize the inexplicable.


Through their stories, I have come to a few conclusions about the prospects for coming to grips with the Holocaust. Some of them are troubling.


Judith Miller
New York
January 1990





Germany


A tiny gap in history was closed in May 1987 when Henny Oppenheimer returned to Fulda, a picture-postcard West German town near the border with East Germany.


Mrs. Oppenheimer, née Henny Lump, one of eleven Lump children, was born in 1918. She had fled Nazi terror in 1939 for safety in England, and later in America. At age sixty-eight, she had come back, along with nineteen members of her own family and some three hundred former residents, at the invitation and expense of the town council, for a reunion of Holocaust survivors from Fulda.


In 1933, when the town had 30,000 residents, Jews had numbered 1,200. In 1987, the population was 60,000; there were 36 Jews.


The day before the ceremony, the “Jewish guests,” as the former residents were called, visited the Jewish cemetery in Edelzell, a tranquil suburb where townsfolk picnic on sunny spring weekends, like the one that May.


As Henny stood at the foot of her mother’s gray tombstone, badly eroded by fifty years of harsh German winters and other seasons of neglect, she studied a map of the cemetery that her hosts had distributed. Five years ago, the town council had funded a project to identify the individuals buried in the Jewish cemetery to preserve some memory of the Jewish community that had once flourished here.1


Henny noticed that the grave on the map immediately beyond her mother’s was designated, as were several others, “unidentified.”


“But I know who is buried here,” she murmured to her daughter. “I know who is here,” she repeated, her tiny frame trembling with recognition, her voice rising in pitch and volume. “It’s Hugo,” she exclaimed. “Hugo Plaut!”


She went to find a Fulda official with whom she could share her discovery. Hugo Plaut’s grave was not the one marked on the cemetery map, she said. A mistake had been made.


Hugo, she told the tall young city official, had been her boyfriend, one of many before the war. Henny, by many accounts, was the most beautiful of the Lump children, indeed, one of the most alluring young women in all of Fulda. Hugo had been arrested before she had fled Germany. He had been sent to a camp somewhere. They had lost contact.


In England friends had told her that Hugo had died in the camp in 1939 on the day he was to have been released—how they did not know. His body had been returned to Fulda, a rarity in those times. Because Hugo had always adored Henny’s mother, they recounted, he had been buried next to her grave.


The young official listened intently and wrote down in a notebook the letters “P-L-A-U-T,” while Henny talked on, unconsciously tugging on his sleeve in her excitement. As details of Hugo’s brief life poured forth, a young man seemed to take shape: a slender, love-smitten young Jew, with dark hair, black eyes, a somewhat shy youth who lived near her house, who was gifted in sports but loved poetry, who had a “musical voice.”


He is buried right “there,” Henny insisted, pointing to the unmarked grave just beyond her mother’s.


Now, there is one less misplaced Jewish grave. Thanks to her memory, one more member of Fulda’s once-thriving Jewish community has regained an identity of sorts, if only in death.


This was but one of the many gaps in Fulda’s past that were filled last spring as a result of the town’s largest reunion of Holocaust survivors.


In the past few years, there have been many such reunions in West Germany. Holocaust exhibitions and commemorations have become so common that they are virtually a cottage industry in the Bundesrepublic.2


The phenomenon has been most pronounced in Germany. Though Poland, Austria, Belgium, and France lost thousands of Jews in the Holocaust, none has invited survivors back in such large numbers for commemoration ceremonies. Why the belated German interest in renewing contacts with the Jews who were forced to flee their native land? Why now?


“Because we sense their loss more deeply with every passing year,” said Wolfgang Hamberger, Fulda’s Lord Mayor, a Christian Democrat in his fifties, a staunch Catholic, who began trying to reestablish contacts with Fulda’s Jews more than eighteen years ago.3


The rash of commemorations and Holocaust reunions in Germany suggests that for survivors, too, the time for remembrance has finally come.


“I thought of coming back before now, but my heart didn’t allow it,” said Lisa Wallach Levy, who returned to Fulda last May for the first time in forty-five years. “I lost a sister here, my parents, my cousins, a beautiful family. Both my children had come to visit; they encouraged me to come back. But I couldn’t do it before now.”


Hermann G., a participant who asked not to be identified, said he had returned because “I wanted to see Fulda just once more before I die.” Now in his late seventies, he knew, he said matter-of-factly, “The end is near. So I wanted to visit my parents’ graves, the school I attended. I wanted to see even one familiar face from my childhood. Would they know what had happened to me all these years? And I wanted my grandson to see it, to know what happened here.”


“I needed to show them that I had survived,” declared Johanna Lump Weiss, another survivor. “I came to show the Germans, but I guess I needed to prove it to myself as well.”


Many students of the Holocaust believe that reunions like the one in Fulda could not have taken place much before now. “Only a generation more distant from the immediate catastrophe could dare to approach it,” observed Michael Berenbaum, the project director of the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum. “As the story of Lot’s wife illustrates, a person cannot afford to look back while fleeing.”4


The commemorations have been occurring not one but two generations after the war. This, according to Berenbaum, was also predictable. Many Holocaust survivors were psychologically unable to discuss their experiences with their own children; it was their grandchildren’s curiosity that sparked a response, a resurgence of memory.


The commemoration in Fulda, an extraordinary gathering, underscored the benefits, as well as the limitations of such events. It provided clues to the motivations of Germans who have sponsored such events, and of the Jews who have chosen to return and participate in them. It showed why commemorations like this one can, under certain circumstances, for certain people, be an effective transmitter of memory, a means of overcoming man’s natural instinct to forget or suppress. Commemoration can also be an excellent mechanism for reconciliation—with one’s past, with one’s former enemies, between children of former enemies.


But like war-crimes trials or political tests of strength, commemorations are complex phenomena. And the gathering in Fulda was emotionally wrenching for most of the survivors, and, often, even more so for their children and grandchildren. For some, it proved only how elusive the goal of reconciliation with oneself and one’s former enemies remains.


Fulda is something of an anomaly. Founded in 744 by the Benedictine monk Sturmius, better known as St. Boniface, the city is a Catholic enclave in the predominantly Protestant region of Hesse. More than 70 percent of its inhabitants are Roman Catholics. St. Boniface is buried in St. Michael’s Cathedral, and German Catholic bishops have been convening their annual conferences here since 1867. In 1949, Fulda also became the seat of the presidial office of the German Protestant church organization.


It is a fiercely conservative town, “black as the night,” say its inhabitants, a reference to the dominance of Germany’s conservative Christian Democratic Union party, whose color is black and which in 1986 controlled an absolute majority on the fifty-seven-member town council.


A glossy tourist brochure distributed to the Holocaust survivors contains a “brief historical information” section that omits any reference to the years of National Socialism. Between 1927, when Fulda became an “independent municipality” and 1944, which, according to the brochure, was marked by a “heavy air raid on the city,” there are no entries.


As in many German towns, its officials appear somewhat defensive about its wartime record. Anton Schmidt, editor of the local newspaper, Fuldaer Zeitung, and president of the city’s chamber of commerce, argued that because of the residents’ deeply ingrained Catholicism, National Socialism in the 1930s had far less appeal in Fulda than in other parts of Hesse and in Germany as a whole.5


In 1933, for example, Fulda’s last prewar democratic town council election, the conservative, heavily Catholic Zentrum party, the historical predecessor of the Christian Democrats, won 51.6 percent of the votes cast; the National Socialists won 26.9 percent, or eight of the thirty-two seats on the town council.6


Having come to power at the national level, however, “the National Socialists were relentless in putting in motion the machinery of uniformity and, in Fulda, too, they hindered the existence of our elected town council,” recounted Paul Gwosdz, Fulda’s chief town councillor. “After several elected representatives had been forbidden to take up their council seats, the majority—the center—resigned their seats under pressure by the National Socialists.” The places were filled on October 13, 1933, by National Socialists, the “death certificate of democracy in Fulda,” he said.


What officials here did not mention is that while a German Catholic bishops conference would later condemn the Nazis, it was here in Fulda in 1938 that the bishops overwhelmingly approved a resolution congratulating Hitler for his invasion of Czechoslovakia and the liberation of the oppressed Germanic peoples of the Sudetenland.7


Nor did town officials volunteer that no Jewish adult was hidden successfully during the war in this God-fearing town.


“There was a priest, Heinrich Huhn, my teacher in school,” recalled Herbert Naftali Sonn, a Fulda-born historian who has written two books on the town. “The priest saved two Jewish children by hiding them in his home. He sent them to America after the war,” said Professor Sonn, who now lives in Israel.


“But where were all the other Catholics? Yes, it was a religious town, but it was a silent crowd.”8


Mayor Hamberger did not disagree. Although there had been some “courageous examples of self-sacrificing assistance” to the community’s Jews, he said, “there was also a lack of steadfastness, loyalty and prayer, a lack of faith and love.” The majority had simply “surrendered to the suggestion of authority of the totalitarian Nazi state.”9


The ceremony in Fulda in May 1987 was among the largest of its kind ever held in Germany. The guests included 130 Jews from Israel, 97 from the United States, and 70 from more than 20 other countries.


“We invited everybody because we did not want to select guests,” Mayor Hamberger explained in May 1987 at his office in the stately Stadtschloss, the baroque town hall. “The word itself—‘select’—has terrible connotations for us,” he said. “It’s a bad word, a bad concept. So we decided to invite everybody.


“Much to our surprise,” he continued, “nearly everybody came.”


Despite the fact that Fulda had expected one hundred guests and received more than three hundred, including spouses and children, the week-long commemoration ran smoothly, “like clockwork,” one survivor observed, an ironic nod to legendary German efficiency. Buses shuttled participants back and forth to hotels and events with near-perfect punctuality; hotel rooms and restaurants offered crisp, efficient service to the city’s guests; the college students hired by the town’s tourist office to help out were models of decorum and spared no effort to ensure that the former residents’ many needs and conflicting requests were satisfied; townspeople were warm, helpful, and hospitable. The organization was, in brief, impeccable.


The German hosts paid special attention to the guests’ sensitivities. City officials and residents seemed to understand that their every word, every gesture, in a restaurant or shop or hotel, would be scrutinized. For many of the guests, any German would be judged automatically guilty until proven innocent—guilty of anti-Semitism, intolerance, aloofness, and insensitivity. So Lufthansa, the German national airline, which had flown participants to Frankfurt from around the globe, made certain that flights with Fulda’s Jews as passengers had an ample supply of kosher food on board. The town’s largest bookstore featured a window display of Holocaust and Jewish literature in German. Security in town was tight but discreet. The Mayor had ordered that no uniforms be worn by guards who had been specially hired to provide security for public events. The Mayor and other city officials donned yarmulkes for appropriate occasions.


The most important events—and the most emotionally taxing for the Jews—were the visit to the cemetery, the dinner meeting with residents of Fulda, and the dedication of the former Jewish school, which so many in the group had attended, as Fulda’s Jewish cultural center. Thanks to the town council’s ambitious program of city and museum tours, walks, concerts, lunches, dinners, and lectures, every minute of the day was filled.10


Martin Steinberger, of London, found the reunion a little too efficient. “Everything was organized to the last detail. It reminded me of the Nazi period and the deportations—how well they managed everything.”


“It is almost as if they didn’t want us to have too much time to think—to dwell on what happened here,” mused Bert Wallace, an inventor from New York who was making his first trip back to Fulda since his family fled to the United States in 1938.


But for most the return to Fulda was a journey not only into the past but into themselves—a time to evaluate what had happened to them in this city and since. While reactions, predictably, varied sharply, most of those who participated expressed enthusiasm and described the trip, especially after they returned home, as an extremely positive experience. They said they had been unprepared for, and pleasantly surprised by, the warmth of their reception in the city they had fled.”11


Countless memories returned: the evil, sad, and bitter, long repressed; but also pleasant and uplifting ones, of people who had helped them, of comfort and humor, of sympathy and support.


Bert Wallace recounted how Fulda’s police chief, a “good man” named Berenson, had warned the Wallace family to leave their house on four or five occasions when the Nazis were conducting raids. Berenson had long since died, but Wallace was delighted to encounter his son at the reunion dinner.


Frank Feist Schuster, a physician, who had left Fulda with his parents when he was nine months old, met an elderly German woman in a neighboring town where his grandparents and an aunt are buried. She had known his relatives, she told him. During what she characterized as “those bad times,” her parents used to bake challah for the Friday-night Sabbath dinner; they would leave it for the Schusters under a bridge so that they could enjoy the forbidden ritual bread.


Several of the participants said that they felt more “German” after the trip, for better or worse. “It’s very strong, this sense of German identity,” said Lisa Wallach Levy.


“I hadn’t spoken German for years but it all came back,” said Doris Fingerhood, a member of the Lump family. “I not only got to know my own family better here, I was once again steeped in Fulda’s history and culture. I love the sense of history here.”


For some, this discovery of their “Germanness” was a bit of a shock. “You can suddenly see how it could have happened,” said Yaakov Hain, of Danville, Virginia, whose father came from Fulda. “They don’t walk when the stoplight is red, even if there isn’t a car in sight. Stores close one minute after 2 P.M. Restaurants won’t serve you after the appointed hour. They’re so structured and regimented, to this day!”


“There remains a tremendous compulsion to follow orders, to do everything thoroughly,” said Bert Wallace. “I keep thinking: a little bit of anarchy is good for the soul.”


At breakfast one morning at the Hotel Lenz, Else Baum Reiter, who had come from Fulda, and her American-born son, Ron, were discussing the visit when Mrs. Reiter began chiding a non-German guest at their table for her manners. The guest had failed to deposit the wrappers of the butter slices in the bowl in the middle of the table marked “Für den Sauberen Tisch,” or “For a Clear Table.”


“My mother,” said Ron, sipping his coffee, bemused, “is a German Jew.”


The most rewarding part of the visit for most of the participants was finding old friends and people they had known and cared about among the survivors.


Lee Stern, who was born in Fulda and now resides in New Jersey, was walking out of a restaurant when she heard someone call her name. “I turned around and there was my kindergarten teacher!” said Mrs. Stern. “I thought she had been killed in a concentration camp, but there she was, large as life, and like me, enjoying life in the United States.”


“I found a school chum who had dropped out of the gymnasium in 1934 before graduating because the Nazis had doubled the fees for Jewish students,” Mr. Wallace said. “I thought he had died at Auschwitz, but Hermann Wiesenberg and his brother had survived five years at Buchenwald and were living in New York. Imagine my joy at finding him alive!”


Nancy Campus, a psychologist whose mother was born in Fulda, said that the large numbers of visitors were “critical” to the success of the reunion because the event was intended to “connect people with people” and because “the crowd provided a sense of camaraderie and support.”12


“Knowing and dealing with painful realities in isolation is too much for the human spirit to endure,” Ms. Campus observed. “So there was a healing that emerged from sharing and a strength in numbers.”


The Lump family, in many respects, was a microcosm of the group of returnees. Their reactions mirrored the intensity and variety of what many of the participants experienced. For some of the survivors, it was their first trip back to Fulda since the war; for some of their children, it was their first visit to Germany. Several could “forgive” young Germans for what had happened here; others said that the trip had not changed the way they felt about Germany or older Germans. Some had resisted the trip; but one said that she had been more afraid of not going. “If you don’t return, the fantasies get stronger. They overwhelm you.”


Berta Salomon, Henny Lump’s older sister, said she had not wanted to come back and would not have but for the encouragement of her family. “I wanted to wipe this out,” she said. Her reluctance was reinforced by a previous trip here for two days in 1972 to visit her mother’s grave.


“It was terrible,” she recounted. “All the Jewish stores had disappeared, all the people I had known. I had no contact with people in the town and didn’t particularly want any,” she said. “But I decided that since the whole family was going, this trip would have some meaning. We have three generations at the reunion. And I’ve seen lots of people I know. And I’m glad I came.”


Nancy Campus, who is Berta’s daughter, said it was not true, as many of the participants maintained, that they had returned only because of “family pressure or encouragement.”


“I sensed that they themselves needed to revisit their past,” Ms. Campus wrote soon after the trip.13 They needed questions answered: “What happened to my best friend in school? Is my house still there? Who is living in it? They needed to share memories with others who understood. Some came to reconnect with Germans who had been friends or who had helped them escape, for almost every survivor I spoke with had been aided by a goy. In short, for those who came, the need to know overshadowed all the other considerations.”


Berta’s positive feeling about the trip was the result of her own confrontation with the past, of the discovery of answers to many of the questions her daughter had articulated for her, and the fact that she was able to share her very mixed memories and feelings with former school friends and her family.


“It was like a dam breaking. We heard stories about our family I had never heard before,” said Steven Fingerhood, the grandson of Rosie Lump, Henny and Berta’s sister, who was killed at Auschwitz. “The trip brought us much closer together. It was a mass catharsis.”


The Lumps had been well known throughout the town because of the size of their family, large even by German standards, and because most of the Lump boys were active in sports—excellent soccer players. Like most of the Jews in Fulda, they were orthodox. Bernard, the head of the family, had been a cattle trader. His wife, Regina, the mother of eleven, had been known as a kind, gentle woman who was never too busy to help a friend. They had lived in a four-story house with a red tile roof, typical of the town, at 23 Petersberger Strasse.


The family had prospered in Fulda. Ludwig, the eldest son, was a prominent lawyer. Leopold, another son, was a pharmacist who patented a much-used drug. Berta had married Hans Salomon, who lived in Celle, four hours north of Fulda. Hans’s family had relatives in the United States, but there was an eighteen-month wait until their names were scheduled to come up on the quota list. Rather than stay in Germany, where conditions for Jews had been deteriorating rapidly, especially after Kristallnacht, the November 1938 Nazi-orchestrated pogrom against the Jews, Hans and Berta moved to Shanghai to wait.14


She remembered her attempt to persuade her mother and father to go with them. “They told us that it was better to die in Germany,” said Berta.


“The conditions in Shanghai were horrible,” she said. “And many did die there. But we believed it was better than taking a chance of staying in Germany.”


Until they got permission to immigrate to the United States, Hans and Berta lived off savings. Other family members were not as lucky. Ludwig, the eldest, was sent briefly to a concentration camp. He was released and fled Germany to Shanghai to join Berta and Hans. Depressed and weakened from his camp incarceration, he died of typhus in 1939.


Leopold, the pharmacist, had moved to Belgium before the Nazis took power in Germany. When the Wehrmacht invaded Belgium, he fled to France. By that time, Berta had arrived in America, and desperately tried to get Leopold the papers he needed to enter the United States. Bureaucratic snafus ensued. The American consulate in Marseilles sent Leopold’s documents back three times for what Berta called “petty bureaucratic reasons.”


Finally a visa to the United States was granted. But Leopold was arrested by the police en route to his boat to America. He was sent to a concentration camp “somewhere in the East,” she said. There he died.


A similar fate awaited Rosie Lump, Berta’s sister and Steve Fingerhood’s grandmother, who had “married up” in status to Leo Cohen, a wealthy Jew in Berlin. Rosie and her husband sent their two daughters to England in a special children’s transport. But they could not leave Berlin and were hidden by a Christian family in the capital. Six months before the liberation of Berlin by the Allies, they were betrayed by a Jewish informer, Steven said. Rosie and her husband both died in the camps. Steven did not know what had happened to their Christian protectors.


On a walking tour of the town, Henny was startled when she saw the convent to which she had run for help one night in 1939 when her mother was critically ill. Under Nazi law, non-Jewish doctors and nurses could not treat Jewish patients, but there was no Jewish physician available to see Regina during a particularly brutal bout of cancer-induced pain.


Henny recalled running down the cobblestone road to the massive wooden doors of the convent. She had banged on the door with her fists, sobbing. A nun, whom she remembered as Sister Theresa, had accompanied her to their home and given her mother injections to ease her pain. She had stayed with Henny and her mother through the night. In the morning, Henny touched her mother’s toes. They were ice cold, so she started making a hot-water bottle to warm them.


“It’s no use,” Sister Theresa said, placing her hand gently on Henny’s shoulder. “Your mother is with God now.”


Regina was buried at 5 A.M. in a secret Jewish ceremony at the cemetery so that the Nazis wouldn’t interfere.


At the convent some forty years later, Henny and Berta found a contemporary of the nun who had helped their mother. The sister said that the nun was a nurse named Ilona, not Theresa. She, too, was with God now, they were told.


“There were a good number of gentiles here in Fulda who had helped us whom we had forgotten,” said Mrs. Wallace. “This trip has made us remember them, all the good people who helped.”


But with the surfacing of good memories came the bad and the ambivalent. One day, for example, some of the Lumps mustered the courage to visit their former home. It had been occupied for years by a woman, now very old, whose husband had probably bought it at auction from the Nazis.


“She let us enter in stages,” said Doris Fingerhood, Rosie’s daughter, who had left Germany for England when she was eleven years old. “The house looked physically much as I remembered it, only much smaller. I kept thinking: where did my parents put eleven children?


“But I had remembered the house as full of character. Now it was peculiarly devoid of any. The woman who owned it was eighty. She kept saying that she had lived there for twenty years, but knew nothing about how her husband, who was dead, had acquired it. She was crusty, and very formal, typically German. I didn’t know what to believe, and that made me uncomfortable.


“She complained about her health, about the cost of keeping up the house. It was so expensive to maintain that she couldn’t travel,” Doris said.


“Finally she looked at Steven and me—at our blondish hair and blue eyes—and she said: ’You don’t look like the Lumps.’”


There was a final shock awaiting them. Regina’s bedroom was virtually unchanged from the day she had died there, with one exception. Over what had been the Lump family’s old double bed hung a large wooden cross.


“I’m glad my mother could not see it,” Doris said softly.


Other returnees received similar mini-shocks during the visit. Yoram Adler, an Israeli whose parents came from Fulda, recalled that Isfried Adler and Willi, Yoram’s father, had a grocery business in town. “It was right there,” said Yoram, a computer specialist who pointed to where the store had been. The Adlers had given credit to many of their clients. But one man in the neighboring village of Langebieber had accumulated so much debt that Isfried decided to remind him that payment was long overdue. The customer replied that he did not have to pay because he was a Nazi party member. Isfried told him that his party and Adolf Hitler could “kiss his ass,” Yoram recounted.


On April 23, 1933, soon after Hitler came to power, the Adler grocery received a letter from Langebieber.


“M. Isfried Adler,” the letter began. “I will denounce you to the county leaders. Do you still remember when you said that Adolf Hitler could kiss your ass?”


Signed: “Respectfully, F. J. Goldbach.”


The precise script of the handwritten letter, now tattered and yellowed with age, probably helped save their lives: it prompted Willi’s departure for Palestine in 1934, and Isfried’s in 1936. All of Yoram’s father’s family got out of Fulda, but his mother’s mother was sent to the East and died at Theresienstadt.


Israeli Professor Sonn’s family had been in Fulda for hundreds of years. His father and grandfather had taught in the Jewish school, and he had been a student there. He and his sister had fled Germany to Israel, but his father refused to leave.


“He told us that nothing would happen, that Germans were civilized people,” Professor Sonn recounted. “He was very naïve. He did not know the Germans.”


After he immigrated to Israel, Sonn concentrated on the history of Fulda and its Jewish community. That history, he said, had begun and ended with slaughter. The first reference to the presence of Jews in Fulda was in 1236, when thirty-six Jews, accused of using Christian blood in Jewish rituals, were locked in the city’s Stockhaus, which was set on fire and burned to the ground.


The Jewish community here was small, but it flourished over the centuries. There was even a celebrated yeshiva here in the seventeenth century. Most of the community were not assimilated. But like Sonn’s father, they felt very German.


After the Nazis came to power, many Jews from neighboring villages sought safety in Fulda, swelling the city’s Jewish population from 1,200 to 1,700 in 1936. About half of Fulda’s Jews managed to get out of the country before the deportations to concentration camps began. The first deportation, in 1941, consisted of people under fifty. The second, in 1942, included mostly old people.


Professor Sonn’s father was among the latter group, which was sent first to Theresienstadt, and finally to Auschwitz. The thirty-six Jews in Fulda today were not born in the city, he said. They were East Europeans who had nowhere to go after they were released from camps, and settled here. For all practical purposes, Sonn said, the Jewish community of Fulda was dead.


Although Mayor Wolfgang Hamberger has learned much about the suffering of Fulda’s Jews, he was not born in this city. He was born in 1931 in Bensheim, a small town near Heidelberg. And he had his own memories of the war.


“You cannot compare our suffering to those people’s pain,” he said. “We started the war. But for us, too, the war was horrible.”


His father, he said, “was a real Catholic, not just a Catholic on paper.”


Wolfgang was seven years old during Kristallnacht. Before that he had had Jewish neighbors and friends in school. After that, they left Germany or disappeared. “I couldn’t understand it at the time,” he recalled.


His father, who was not a Nazi party member, was a postal worker. He was taken to Russia for a time to work. Wolfgang’s older brother, Willie, and he both joined the Hitler Youth. “It was required,” the Mayor explained.


Their meetings were on Sundays. But their father insisted that they attend mass first. “If there was a choice, it would always be mass,” he said.


Willie’s frequent absences from youth meetings “got him into trouble.” When he was sixteen, he was taken with his squad to France, where they built barricades and defenses against the impending American invasion. Soon after their arrival, half of his unit of sixteen-year-olds were killed in a bombing raid. Willie ran away and returned home one Sunday night. His father took him to a town in Bavaria, where the family was not known, and put him in a postman’s uniform so that he did not have to return to the front.


One day when Wolfgang was visiting relatives in Mainz, he was caught in a bombing raid. “Bombs were falling like rain,” he recalled. “It happened too fast for me to find a shelter. If it hadn’t been for the soldiers on the street directing me where to go, I would have been killed. I remember one day in particular, when I saw a bridge one hundred meters away from me collapse into the Rhine. For a young boy, it was terrifying.”


After the war was over, his father became an official in the new government. Wolfgang went to work in the private sector in Mannheim, but his religious beliefs propelled him toward public service. He came to Fulda in the mid-1960s and was elected mayor in 1969.


From the beginning of his tenure, he took a strong interest in the fate of Fulda’s Jews. “I felt we had to pay back the Jewish community for what they had contributed to the traditions and culture of this town. I also felt that now, with a younger generation in Germany, there was a chance for Christians and Jews to lay the groundwork here and elsewhere for future understanding. Finally, I thought that young people in this town, who had no experience with Jews and Jewish culture, needed to learn more about them.”


So in 1970 the Mayor started locating the city’s former residents and sending city newsletters to them. In 1976, he organized the collection to build a house—the Fulda House—for foreign students in Jerusalem. In connection with the fund-raising project, Fulda’s high school students studied what had happened to Fulda’s Jews between 1933 and 1945 and collected information about particular families who had lived in the city.


A few years ago, the Jewish school—the last Jewish remnant in the community—was scheduled to be torn down. The Mayor encouraged the city council to save and restore it at a cost of one million German marks, then over $500,000.


“We decided that we would give it to our small Jewish community as a place for activities and prayer, and in memory of the former Jewish community,” the Mayor said.


Among those who attended the dedication of the school that May was Alan Bloom, a thirty-one-year-old staff sergeant in the United States Army who was stationed in Fulda. Until the dedication of the school as a synagogue-cultural center, Bloom said, Jewish servicemen who wanted to attend synagogue had to travel to Frankfurt. “From now on, we’ll have a place to go right here in Fulda.”


But Fulda still had no rabbi, so apart from the twenty or so American-Jewish soldiers in the region, who would use the cultural center? Since the thirty-six Jews in Fulda were elderly and there were no young Jews in town, who was the center really for?


The Mayor demurred. “Now Jews will have a home here and I hope that the small plant will grow. But,” he added, “I suppose it is also partly for us. For some of the high school students who attended the commemoration, it was the first time they had ever met a Jew. The younger generation cannot be guilty for things they did not do. But younger Germans are responsible, not guilty, but historically responsible for what happened.


“The more we can make them understand that distinction, the better the chances of opening their minds and hearts to tolerance and humanism. That’s the main purpose of an event like this: to perform this reconciliation, to lay the groundwork for future cooperation between faiths. And for reconciliation, we really need the Jews. We hope they will come again. We’re really asking for their forgiveness and their help in order to prevent another war and build a better world.”


Virtually all of the participants said they believed that the Mayor was sincere, that he had made a genuine effort to make amends for what had happened in his adopted city. Some said they would hold out their hands to him and other Germans who felt as he did. But a few were unrelenting.


Yoram Adler, the Israeli, was among them. “He wanted us to have a good time, to make us feel good about the experience and about them, to be grateful to them, and to forgive them. But it won’t work,” said Yoram. “They want too much.” His attitude, he admitted, was paradoxical. “The Jews have always had enemies,” he said. “The Germans were our worst enemies—the most efficient. But they were the only enemy ever to pay reparations, money for forgiveness. But just as it is German to make the offer, it is Jewish to accept the money but not really to reconcile.”


Suspicion of their German hosts was particularly pronounced among the second generation—the children of those who had suffered. Jeffrey S. Adler, Yoram’s younger American-born cousin, concluded that the benefits of the reunion outweighed whatever reservations the visitors might have had about the hosts. But he had reservations.


“I could never quite escape the feeling that they were doing this as much for themselves as for us,” Jeffrey wrote in his diary. “It often seemed to me that it was their way of paying tribute to the Jewish community of Fulda or trying to do something to bring that community back together. Undoubtedly, there are some people who had sincere motives and intentions in putting this project together, but one could never escape the feeling that many of the people were just going through the motions and had no real interest in this program except to get it over with.”


Steven Fingerhood had similar misgivings. Everyone had treated the family exceedingly politely and warmly, he acknowledged. “I seemed equanimous, but every night during the trip I woke up in a cold sweat, my tee-shirt soaked through. The nightmares grew worse after the visit to our old house,” said Steven. “The longer I stayed in Fulda, the more Jewish, the more self-conscious I felt . . . something like Woody Allen in the movie Annie Hall.


“In Fulda,” he continued,” ‘the Holocaust’ was no longer an abstraction. Suddenly, I was at the scene of the crime, the place where my grandfather was murdered.”


Steven, a soft-spoken, sensitive student at Stanford, was aware that part of his reaction was, as he put it, irrational. He had not encountered anyone anti-Semitic. And the one alleged incident of it turned out to be a misunderstanding. But it was revealing.


The incident involved a dispute over a dry-cleaning bill at the Hotel Lenz. The young boyfriend of Steven’s cousin Dana had been overcharged, he asserted. When he challenged the concierge about the bill, he thought he heard her reply in German: “So that’s it. I guess we will always have to pay for you Jews.”


One of Steven’s relatives was so disturbed by the story that she asked the concierge exactly what she had said. The concierge seemed perplexed by the query. What she had said, she told Steven’s cousin, was: “I guess we will always have to pay for you young people.” In German, the words “Jews”—“Juden”—and “youth”—or “Jugend”—sound very similar.


“Now I ask myself: was I seeing my own projection, or what was actually out there?” asked Steven, reflecting on the incident. “That’s the real problem for Jews of my age: separating out real anti-Semitism from our hypersensitivity to it.”


While the vast majority of survivors believed that young Germans were truly different from their parents, young Germans in Fulda seemed less interested in the event than their parents. “If you ask most young people about the Jews visiting us here,” said Mr. Schmidt, the newspaper editor, “they will say, What does this have to do with me? It was my grandfather.”


“I don’t feel at all guilty, but as a German I do feel a sense of shame about what happened,” said Martin Steinhage, twenty-five, a college graduate who came from Berlin in 1986 to work at Radio Fulda. “It has created quite a complex for young Germans. But I guess it’s better for us to have a complex now, which will gradually disappear, than to do what our parents did in the fifties and suppress the whole experience.”


As Martin reflected over a Weizen hefe beer, young Germans poured into the City Guards Pub, one of the few young people’s hangouts in town.


They did not talk about the reunion, or the past. Younger Germans seemed more concerned, understandably, about the absence of nightlife or possibilities for job advancement in their city than about an event that was ancient history to many of them. Fulda’s economy was not doing badly. But there was no university here, so young people seeking higher education had to go elsewhere. As a result, there were relatively fewer younger Germans in Fulda than in other towns of its size. Its young people found the town, in Martin’s words, “boring.” “Berlin represents sex and crime to the people of Fulda,” Martin said. “Here there is no crime because it’s a relatively small town; and there is no sex because it’s a staunchly Catholic town.”


A young salesgirl in a store on Fulda’s main street seemed confused by the sudden appearance of three hundred persons, many of the men wearing yarmulkes and most nattering away in German. “It’s been good for business,” she said cheerfully. “Are they from Rome?” she asked me. “They are wearing caps like the bishops.”


An aide to the Mayor, a young man with two earrings in his right ear and a small, neatly clipped beard, had temporarily left his chemistry studies at the university in a neighboring city to help the tourist office cope with the influx of politically sensitive visitors.


What did the Fulda commemoration mean to him?


He was silent for a moment. “It’s very important for the older people here to see that people they knew came back, that they are still alive,” he said. “But it’s not so important for the younger people. It doesn’t really affect us in the same way.”


He probably did not know as much about the Holocaust as he should have, he said. When he was in school, his teachers had taught them almost nothing about what had happened. “Now it’s much better,” he added. “There is more being discussed, more books and films about it, so young people tend to know. But a trip like this still has less meaning for us.”


Hans, age nineteen agreed. He had made money running Fulda residents between their homes and the school in his taxi. The memorial, he volunteered, was “a good thing.”


“Every religion and every culture has its buildings,” he said. “So why not the Jews?”


For Hans, the Jews were just another group, another culture entitled to their own special place. Did he know what the school represented? He shrugged his shoulders. “I came from another town recently, so I don’t know what has gone on here.”


During the Fulda reunion, many of the Jews wanted to visit the border area, only eight miles away. So the mayor organized a trip to the border town of Tann. Given the region’s topography—a low-slung valley area with neither rivers nor other natural boundaries—military strategists had long considered this the most likely setting for a potential East Bloc invasion. For years, the so-called “Fulda gap” had triggered anxiety among defense planners and a generation of Germans who had known the ravages of war.


As a result, the area around Fulda was among the most heavily armed slices of real estate in West Germany. Older residents of Fulda had grown accustomed to the perpetual military exercises and maneuvers, the 580,000 low-level NATO flights a year over their country, the 3,000 American soldiers who were headquartered in Fulda alone.


But young Germans did not see things that way. To them, the division of their country was of far greater importance than the events that had produced it.15


As the buses ambled through the small towns that dot the border, the Jews sang German folk songs from their childhood and pointed out spots where their families used to picnic or go for tea on weekend excursions.


The tour guide on our bus, Klaus, age twenty, was born in Fulda and knew the area well. His expression clouded as we reached the border. “Each year someone dies trying to come across,” he said. “You can see little crosses that mark the spots.”


The Jews got off the bus and stared in silence into the garrison state just across the field. But Klaus stayed behind. The contrast between the police dogs and machine guns and barbed wire that marked the other side and his own part of Germany did not seem to disturb him as it did his visitors. He was troubled by something else.


“This is the worst spot in my country,” he said softly. “This is where families and friends are divided ... where cousins and brothers and sisters have been separated by a line that politicians drew through our nation decades ago. This is Germany’s true shame. I can think of nothing worse. We call it the line of inhumanity. And one day, it will be gone.”


Perhaps no country has explored its past as intensively as the Federal Republic of Germany. It was, of course, not entirely voluntary. “Unlike the Austrians or the French, we were forced to do so,” said Hans Mommsen, a professor of history at the University of Bochum, near Düsseldorf.16


On the surface, Germans seemed to have “mastered the past,” to use their controversial expression for confronting their history.17 Since the end of the war, Germany has become economically powerful, militarily sound, firmly anchored in the North Atlantic Treaty Alliance, and politically a thoroughgoing democracy, much to the approval and relief of its Western allies.


But the superficial tranquillity of the Federal Republic was deceptive. Sensitive observers of the German scene detected even before the momentous revolts in the East Bloc what Fritz Stern, a German-born Jewish scholar, called a new “restlessness” among Germans.18 “The German future,” he says, “has suddenly become a new national focus at the very time when a new revisionism would like to end or moderate German self-laceration about the past. Germans are tired of their ’special’ guilt; they point to the historic sins of others.


“Many Germans are growing impatient with their own—relative—impotence, with the limits on their autonomy, even if these limits are the result of Germany’s last, desperate, criminal bid for world power. They still live with the consequences of their past, and in recent years many of them have felt an even greater political and psychological need to deal with the past; some wish to understand it, others to banish or trivialize it,” Stern wrote. “The German past has assumed a new portentous present.”19 A subtle, and sometimes not so subtle, desire to distance themselves from their history has taken root. It is growing stronger.


Germany, of course, has its historical revisionists—ultra-conservatives and ultra-left-wing writers in Western Europe and the United States—who deny the existence of gas chambers and the Nazis’ extermination of millions of Europeans, six million of them Jewish. But they are a tiny isolated minority; they have no weight in Germany or anywhere else in Europe. Nevertheless, by taking an outrageous position, they have made the arguments of other, more moderate revisionists, or conservative historians, as they prefer to be called, seem less extreme.


“Each day brings new evidence that the thresholds are being lowered,” said Jürgen Habermas, a professor of philosophy at the University of Frankfurt. “There is a new lack of constraints. Things are being written and spoken in official and ordinary conversations which were morally and politically unacceptable only a decade ago.”20


The Federal Republic’s confrontation with its Nazi history has had several stages, in political-popular culture and in historiography, which have both affected and reflected each other.


West German historians in the late ’40s and ’50s were initially “uneasy” about Nazism, observed Saul Friedlander, the Israeli scholar of the Holocaust.21 While they acknowledged National Socialism as a “German catastrophe,” the worst Nazi crimes, in particular the extermination of the Jews, were left unexplored. In the most superficial histories of that phase, Nazism was portrayed as a kind of accident, whose sources could be traced only to 1933.


A second phase of historical scrutiny began toward the end of the 1950s. A new generation of German historians, such as K. D. Bracher, began emphasizing sociostructural conditions that had prompted the rise of Hitler, such as the critical role of the German bureaucracy.22 Emulating to a certain extent the more ambitious work of academics in other countries, German historians explored in depth major aspects of Nazi ideology and policies, including the regime’s anti-Jewish laws and regulations.


By the 1970s, significant research had expanded into delicate topics, such as the criminal complicity of the Wehrmacht in implementing Hitler’s policies. Prior to this period, the Wehrmacht tended to be portrayed as a traditional military organization fighting for its homeland. But sensitivity about the Holocaust remained. Not until 1983 did international historians meet in Stuttgart specifically to explore the Final Solution, the Nazi program to exterminate the Jews.


While some German historians began exploring this psychologically treacherous terrain, however, others began focusing on what Friedlander called the “soothing aspects of life in the Third Reich,” the normality of everyday life for the average German.23 Many of these studies by both conservative and liberal historians gave rise to a subtle form of historical revisionism, whose effect through concentration on topics like the normal aspects of the Third Reich was to soften the hard edges of Hitler’s unprecedented mobilization of sadism in the name of nationalism.


The softening trend, reinforced by political events, culminated in the ’80s in what became known as the “historians’ debate.” Some prominent German academics, dubbed neo-conservatives by their critics, were making an effort to alleviate national guilt by “relativizing” Hitler’s crimes and portraying them as by no means historically unique.24


The “historians’ debate” was not confined to historians. It was a political and ideological confrontation over how history of the Nazi period should be presented and what kind of new German identity could evolve from such a history. It was not about the past; it was a fight for the future.


The tempest began in April 1986 with the publication of a slender book, Two Kinds of Destruction: The Shattering of the German Reich and the End of European Jewry, by Andreas Hillgruber, then a historian at Cologne University and a renowned authority on National Socialism.25


In his hundred-page book, Hillgruber focused primarily on the “catastrophe” of the fall of the eastern front in Germany to the Soviet Army during the winter of 1944-45. To the core of the book he added a twenty-two-page essay on the Holocaust, almost as an afterthought. Hillgruber, a native of East Prussia, who was then sixty-one years old and who died in 1989, described in dramatic prose the murders, rapes, and other forms of “barbarian” behavior of Soviet troops, who caused millions of Germans to flee from their homes, and caused two million deaths. The German people, Hillgruber maintained, should “identify” with the valiant German soldiers who defended their countrymen and the Reich’s eastern territories.


Hillgruber’s brief second chapter on the annihilation of the Jews seemed to pale after the emotional appeal of “identification” with the heroic Wehrmacht, battling against hopeless odds to protect the fatherland (without any mention of its massacres of Red Army prisoners).


The book concluded that although May 8, 1945, the day Germany surrendered unconditionally, was a day of “liberation” for concentrationcamp victims, it was “not appropriate to apply [that term] to the fate of the nation as a whole.” Moreover, Europe had lost “Prussia’s and the German Reich’s role as mediator.” Thus, he argued, “all of Europe was the loser in the catastrophe of 1945.”


“Hillgruber’s is not exactly an evil book,” Charles S. Maier, the American historian, concluded charitably. But it was, to say the least, “badly balanced; and its particular imbalance opens the way to apologia.”26


The apologia was not long in coming. In June 1986, Frankfurt’s conservative-centrist daily newspaper, the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, published a commentary entitled “The Past That Will Not Pass Away.” Its author was Ernst Nolte, a brilliant but brooding philosopher of history who had written earlier a penetrating study of fascism in three countries. In the article and in another essay in a book published in 198527 in London, Nolte argued that National Socialism must be seen as a reaction against what he termed the “Bolshevik actions of annihilation” in the 1930s in the Soviet Union. Every Nazi atrocity, with the possible exception of poison gas, he contended, had been committed by the Bolsheviks in the early 1920s.


“Did the Nazis carry out, did Hitler carry out, an ’Asiatic’ deed [the term that one of Hitler’s advisers supposedly used to describe the 1915 massacres of Armenians by Ottoman Turks] perhaps only because they regarded themselves and their ilk as the potential or real victims of an ’Asiatic’ deed? Wasn’t the Gulag Archipelago more an original than Auschwitz? Wasn’t class murder on the part of the Bolsheviks logically and actually prior to racial murder on the part of the Nazis?” Nolte wrote.


Germans, he complained, remained unduly preoccupied with their Nazi past. Was there not cause for stopping this obsessive reexamination? Was the harping on the “guilt of the Germans” not reminiscent of Nazi charges about “the guilt of the Jews”?


He asserted that the history of the period must be reexamined, or “revised,” because it had been written largely by the victors, and hence had been transformed into what he termed a “negative” and “state-supporting mythology.”


“We need only imagine, for example,” he wrote, “what would happen if the Palestine Liberation Organization, assisted by its allies, succeeded in annihilating the state of Israel.”


Hitler, Nolte argued further, had reason to believe that the Jews wished to “annihilate” him. As proof, he cited a “declaration of war” proclaimed by Chaim Weizmann on behalf of the World Jewish Congress in September 1939. Weizmann, a leading Zionist who helped found the state of Israel, had called upon Jews everywhere to fight on the side of England. His appeal came after Germany had passed its law “on the protection of German blood and German honor,” after Kristallnacht in 1938, and after the Nazis had already deported or forced hundreds of thousands of German Jews into exile. But Nolte did not mention these developments.


True, Chaim Weizmann and the World Jewish Congress had no standing in international law and, therefore, no authority to declare war on Nazi Germany, he acknowledged; it had no army with which to engage in a war against Hitler. But Nolte stated nonetheless that he had to “reproach” himself for not having known of the Jewish leader’s statement when he wrote his previous work on National Socialism. It might have served to “justify the consequential thesis that Hitler was allowed to treat the German Jews as prisoners of war and by this means to intern them,” he wrote.


In an interview in Munich after his article appeared, Nolte agreed that “interning” Jews was something of an understatement. And he acknowledged that even if Weizmann’s declaration constituted a Jewish declaration of war against Hitler, “no one is justified in killing interned prisoners of war.”28


But he displayed no misgivings about his reference to Weizmann or about any of the other assertions in the newspaper article and the essay. “Facts are facts, even if they appear in the political tracts of the extreme right,” he said. “They must be examined critically and fairly. Moralistic treatment is not enough. Facts must prompt a ’normal’ reaction. This part of history must be explored as other parts of our history,” he declared. “Normalization of the past is not to say that the past was normal.”


The Hillgruber book and Nolte essay were too much for Jürgen Habermas. “Outraged to the core,” he explained in an interview at his university office, he denounced what he termed the “grossly apologetic tendencies” of Hillgruber and Nolte in a July article in the widely read liberal weekly Die Zeit. His impassioned essay accused the historians of having a political motive: they, along with aides to Chancellor Helmut Kohl, were attempting to rewrite history to help fashion a new, patriotic German identity.29


“The only patriotism that does not alienate us from the West is a constitutional patriotism,” warned Habermas. “Anyone who tries to summon the Germans back to a conventional form of their national identity is trying to destroy the only reliable basis for our bond to the West.”


Another prominent historian, Eberhard Jackel, tore Nolte’s arguments apart in the pages of Die Zeit. It was true, he observed, that the twentieth century was one of mass murder. Yet the Holocaust remained unique because “never before had a State . . . decided and so declared that a certain group of people—including the old, women, children, and babies—were to be killed in toto if possible, while executing that decision with all the means available to a State.”30


Hitler had explained why the Jews had to be eliminated, or as Himmler declared, made to “vanish from the earth.” Hitler’s reasoning, Jackel concluded, constituted a “complex and coherent structure of thought.” The disappearance of the Jews was to be total, from history and memory. After the race had been eradicated, Hitler had planned to build a museum in Prague to the extinct Jewish race. The last phase in their extermination was to be the calculated reconstruction of Jewish identity through the lens of National Socialism.31


By contrast, Communists in the Soviet Union did, indeed, speak of the “liquidation” of the bourgeois and ruling classes, but few historians had concluded that their intention was literal. And yes, Stalin probably did kill as many people as Hitler. But Stalin’s terror lay in its randomness, rather than its thoroughness.


As the debate intensified, other historians and social critics joined in. Scholars engaged in intellectual combat on television and in the pages of newspapers with such high-minded insults as “establishment historian,” “demagogue,” “Nazi constitutionalist,” and “Himmler apologist.”32


By 1988, Germany had wearied of the debate. In the fall of that year, President Richard von Weizsäcker declared an end to it, arguing that Germans now understood that the crimes of the Third Reich could not be compared with genocides elsewhere, but that the debate had raised important questions for the society to ponder.33 But despite Weizsäcker’s desire to put the debate behind Germany, it has continued, perhaps not as intensively among historians, but among politicians contemplating Germany’s future.


The historical literature on the Holocaust and National Socialism has grown dramatically in Germany and elsewhere in the West. One recent select bibliography listed close to two thousand book entries in many languages and cited over ten thousand publications on Auschwitz alone.34


The proliferation of work on the Holocaust and the Nazis has not comforted Saul Friedlander. The image of Nazi Germany presented by German and foreign historians was now so diversified and complex that it had become “somewhat blurred,” he argued. The sheer magnitude of studies on the minutest details of the era tended to “erase the sharp outlines of certain central issues,” he wrote. The very momentum of historiography, he argued, might well serve to “neutralize the past.”35


Attitudes toward the past within popular and political West German culture have also evolved in stages. In the immediate postwar years, the Allies supervised Germany’s reconstruction—overseeing the rewriting of German history textbooks and the drafting of laws and a new constitution designed to prevent the emergence of a Fourth Reich.


The Allies also conducted the Nuremberg war-crimes trials, which not only created a legal definition of “crimes against humanity,” but also documented for posterity many of the Third Reich’s most heinous crimes. Nuremberg today symbolizes the triumph of civilized judicial proceedings over uncivilized, institutionalized criminality. But the months of public testimony and hundreds of thousands of pages of appalling descriptions of German atrocities resulted in relatively few convictions.


A second phase began with the onset of the Cold War and the election of Chancellor Konrad Adenauer in 1949. Because of growing East-West tensions, Germany deemphasized events of the past and the Allies let it do so. De-Nazification, which the Allies began and the Germans were supposed to continue themselves, was quietly shelved. Germans with questionable backgrounds began showing up in Adenauer’s government.


“In failing to ensure that the German government engaged in extensive de-Nazification,” said Mommsen, “we lost an important opportunity to clarify the historical burden. This was especially true because Germans weren’t really participants in the Nuremberg trials, except as defendants. This lack of participation helped foster the myth that somehow, National Socialism had been imposed externally. Germans began to see themselves as having been ‘occupied’ by National Socialists.”


Germany was busy rebuilding, economically and militarily. At the end of the war, millions of Germans were dead; one-fifth were prisoners of war or homeless refugees; one-fifth of the housing stock was totally destroyed; the daily food ration was 1,500 calories; a third of the country had been taken over by the Soviet Union and Poland; the country itself was divided. But the Germans went back to work. And the German army, dismantled in 1945, was reborn in the early 1950s. The personnel files of World War II German officers, located with captured document collections in the Federal Records Center in Alexandria, Virginia, were returned to Germany.36


The Federal Republic needed to be counted among the states opposed to the totalitarianism of the East Bloc. An implicit concord was reached between the German right and American anti-Communists. All NATO members had an interest in overlooking recent history.


This “latent” period of memory, or suspension of it, was replaced by a third phase: the leftist rebellions of the late 1960s. In Germany, and especially in France, the student riots were a protest about, among other things, what has been called the “silence of the fathers.”


“French and German students and other young West Europeans discovered that they had a formidable weapon to wield in what amounted to a generational war,” said Robert Paxton, an American historian and highly respected expert on Vichy France. “They turned on their parents with a vengeance and condemned them with a question: ’And what did you do in the war, daddy?’ “37


“In the United States, anti-war protestors could appeal to the democratic traditions of their fathers, who had after all, waged war against Hitler. In Germany, we could only voice our protest by taking a stand against our fathers,” wrote novelist Peter Schneider. “From the beginning, we were burdened with the historical urge—to not be like our fathers. On an emotional level, the protest in Germany was specifically addressed to the general responsibility for Nazism.”38


In Germany, many young people discovered the horrors of the Holocaust as if it were new. Historians differ about what triggered this angry reckoning with the past. But many commentators credit part of the resurgence of memory to a delayed reaction to Israel’s trial in 1963 of Adolf Eichmann.39 The gruesome protracted testimony of the witnesses was covered intensively not only by international newspapers but for the first time by television.


The exploration of Germany’s Nazi past by a new generation also gave rise to some of the first instances of what liberal historians call the “marginalization” and “externalization” of the Holocaust. Young leftists, outraged by a past they felt had been kept from them, turned on their society and elders. But they were still terribly naïve and unself-conscious in their anti-Nazism. Germany continued to be ruled by “fascists,” they charged. The Americans were committing “genocide” against the Vietnamese. Israelis were acting “like Nazis” toward the Palestinians. Such evil had to be confronted—with violence, if necessary. To resist passively was to succumb, as had Germany during the war, to fascism and authoritarianism.
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