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			To my father, Yoav Boteach, 

			who passed away while I was completing the manuscript of this book, at eighty-seven years old. I am in the midst of the eleven-month recital of the Kaddish mourners’ prayer, three times a day for my father, a haunting and beautiful Jewish ritual that was denied the six million of the Holocaust. 

			and to

			Sheldon Adelson,

			Global Jewish philanthropist and mega-donor and one of modern Jewish history’s most consequential figures, who partnered with me in fighting genocide and preserving the sacred memory of the six million. Sheldon, Israel’s tireless defender, passed away just weeks before this book’s publication, also, at eighty-seven years old.

			And to

			Yisrael “Zoli” Zoltan Wiesner, HY”D

			my wife Debbie’s great-uncle who was murdered at Auschwitz, at just twenty-two years old.

			May their memories be an eternal blessing.

			





Foreword

			by Amb. Georgette Mosbacher 

			 

			When you have visited Auschwitz once, it’s hard to go a second time. When I revisited the site as United States Ambassador to Poland in 2019 with Vice President Mike Pence, I could barely make it past the gate. 

			Being there makes the horror feel so real. You are forced to absorb what you cannot properly digest. I didn’t believe I could do it again. And yet, I believe every person must make the pilgrimage, because it’s the only way to truly understand what actually happened to the Jews of Europe between 1939 and 1945.

			Like many, I had heard the rallying cry of “Never Again.” But I had never fathomed its true meaning. Being on the ground where humanity’s greatest crime was committed, and knowing full well it could happen again, made me understand, at last, just how deeply the Holocaust affects us. 

			This was the slaughter that forced the global community to take its staff and draw an international line against hatred. The Holocaust summons all of us to wage endless war against anti-Semitism and any other form of bigotry—wherever it finds embodiment in the intentions, words, or actions of others. 

			That moment for me was an epiphany that has framed my outlook on life with a permanent urgency. Auschwitz awakened within me a new sense of responsibility to recognize the suffering of others, whether in the past, present, or future. I knew then that it was down to me to end or prevent injustice. It is also down to you, and each and every one of us. But the duty is mine as far as I’m concerned. 

			I first visited Auschwitz a few years before my appointment as Ambassador to Poland, the land where the Germans built their machinery of death. A land where millions of Jews had lived and died, and where today only a few thousand remain. 

			It was 2013, and the Polish government had joined some private donors in opening a Museum of Jewish History in Warsaw. One of my close friends was a benefactor. He was not Jewish, yet he believed it to be his responsibility to make sure a temple was erected to the Jewish communities eradicated on Polish soil, to enshrine their memory forever. 

			He had paid a visit to the extermination camps. At that time, I had not. I had never been to Poland. 

			I knew I had to see the camps. There are few sites as essential to the story of humanity than these searing monuments to what humans are both capable of doing and enduring. My journey to that sacred ground was non-negotiable. 

			We traveled to Krakow, where Europe’s greatest rabbinic minds had once held forth on the precepts of Halacha and the secrets of Kabbalah. Today, its Jewish community is dwarfed by its number of Jewish graves. And yet, I witnessed a small but vibrant Jewish community being reborn—an eternal people who refuse to die.

			From there we traveled to the small town of Oswiecim, the namesake of the nearby camp, Auschwitz-Birkenau, a name that has come to personify unimaginable evil.

			We arrived amid the bitter cold of the Polish winter, which pressed through my coat and shoes. 

			We began to walk through the concentration camp, a center of mass Jewish enslavement. I thought of the Jews who lived there without coats or shoes, receiving meager amounts of food. Jews whose only crime was being born a Jew. 

			We walked on to the extermination camp and its crematoria, whose rubble still lies strewn about in horrifying heaps of bricks and steel. The Germans, I was told, had exploded them in hopes of burying their crimes, even as their victims were never buried but turned to ash and dust and blown into forest mounds. Each was an airtight structure designed to murder thousands of men, women, and children a day with poison gas. Mothers and fathers clutching their children; poets, craftsmen, and sages; murdered with methods of German heavy industry—one million at Auschwitz alone. 

			As the biting breeze increasingly chilled us, I thought of what those incarcerated here had endured, and whose last moments were a toxic blend of confusion, loss, and pain. My mind reeled to think that human beings could create these massive factories of death. Not just here at Auschwitz-Birkenau, but in more than 900 other camps erected across Europe. 

			Even seventy years later, I could hardly bear to witness the physical evidence of these crimes. How could anyone be a willing participant in this evil design? Where was it in the human genome to have the capacity for a systematic slaughter of such magnitude? Is the center of the human soul just an utterly unlit, vacuous black hole? 

			Yet this capacity exists somewhere inside of us, which means it could happen again. Things would never be the same for me. I had seen the world through a new lens, one I didn’t know existed—and one I wish never did. I decided then and there to commit myself to the principle the Holocaust taught us: Never Again. 

			Six years later, I returned. This time, I arrived in a different capacity as the representative of the mightiest country on earth, the very nation that had been decisive in defeating Hitler’s evil.

			Beside me was Vice President Pence. Accompanied by a team of diplomats, aides, and advisors, we walked toward the notorious gates, with their infamous message of false hope: Arbeit Macht Frei. Like nearly all of what was spoken by the Germans, the promise that “Work Makes Freedom” was a shameless, heartless lie. Only death would free the prisoners who came here. 

			That was as far as I could make it. 

			“Would it be wrong,” I asked the vice president, “if I only went as far as the gate?” 

			I knew the protocols. As Ambassador I was meant to escort the vice president everywhere. But, seared by my previous visit, I could not walk one step further. 

			He and the rest of the group said they understood. But it was only after they returned that I believed them.

			Growing up in a steel-town in Indiana, I knew many Jews. Yet I never really knew what anti-Semitism truly meant. I had never been exposed in a personal sense to the depths of its evil, nor the devastation it has wreaked on Jewish communities for millennia. Nor to the potency with which it still rages today. 

			My trips to Auschwitz burst my bubble, forcing me to realign my conscience and clarify a nobler mission here on earth.

			With a national platform and the power and moral weight of the United States behind me, I set out to make the difference I know the world needs: the difference I alone could make. 

			As America’s ambassador, I represented my country on a range of geopolitical, economic, and strategic matters. But none were as crucial as helping Poland, the United States, and the world at large eternalize the memory of the Holocaust in the land where the bulk of its horrors took place.

			My earliest briefings by the State Department were on the subject of the controversial Polish “Holocaust Law,” a parliamentary decision to criminalize any allegations of Polish collaboration with the Nazis. While there could be no question that the Holocaust was planned, executed, and carried out by Germans, many Jewish leaders and historians perceived this law as an attempt to whitewash some undisputed Polish crimes. Poland was invaded by the Nazis and bravely resisted their brutality throughout the war. But a not insignificant number of Poles chose to collaborate in Nazi atrocities against the Jews. Justice demanded that the law be opposed.

			At my Senate confirmation hearing, a lawmaker asked me if I believed the law encouraged anti-Semitism. “Frankly,” I answered, “I do.” 

			I hadn’t even returned to my office when I was notified that Poland had lodged a formal complaint against me with the State Department—not exactly the start a new ambassador wants. I knew their perspective wasn’t without merit. Poland had never ceased fighting against Germany and bore a terrible share of the Nazi terror. And yet I felt strongly that the world needed to know the truth, without any crimes redacted. 

			The very next day, Poland accepted my credentials. 

			As a nation, the United States made it crystal clear: there would be no discussions until the Holocaust law was fixed. The Polish president, Andrzej Duda, even had a visit to Washington postponed until the matter was resolved. 

			Months of diplomacy and dialogue would bring Poland to defang the controversial law, and the dispute seemed ripe to subside by the time I arrived in 2019. But there was still an outlying issue, with Holocaust researchers in Poland refusing to share their findings with the Holocaust Museum in Washington, D.C., lest their work be misconstrued or otherwise misunderstood. Yet this was a malfeasance we could not overlook. 

			I forced a meeting between the top Polish Holocaust researcher and our own, and told them both that I would be there. “There will be an agreement,” I insisted, “or there will be consequences. This is at the White House level.” It took my threats to get it done, but they came to an agreement. 

			Poland would also host a global security summit to advance our goals of countering the Iranian threat to the wider region and its genocidal intent against Israel, an event that I and my team arranged and coordinated. It was during that conference that I accompanied Vice President Pence to the camps—or more precisely, to the gates. 

			I also witnessed Poland’s efforts to preserve the memory of the Holocaust and teach the truth of what occurred, and saw how my own nation not only channeled time and focus into Holocaust education and memory, but the funds that made the difference. 

			That April, I wished Jews a happy Passover in Polish. Shockingly, a wave of furious comments ensued. Of course, I also wished the Poles a happy Easter, but I was still accused of offending Poland, which (as far too many pointed out) was a predominantly Roman Catholic country. 

			The anti-Semites behind this offensive commentary apparently did not know that Mosbacher is my married name. They assumed that I was Jewish—and I may as well have been. 

			In response, I told my staff that we would be proudly tweeting warm wishes in Polish before every single Jewish holiday. “Get a Jewish calendar,” I said. “Don’t miss a single Jewish special day!” 

			I would not be intimidated—that much had to be clear. These people did not know me, yet they felt they could attack me with impunity, based on the assumption I was Jewish. I determined to plant my feet and take a stand. 

			It was not the first time I had been forced to do so. Back in 1991, at a London dinner party where a group of socialites were gathered, some decided to posit publicly that Israel was behind the first Gulf War against Saddam Hussein. Not his mass murder of innocent Kurds and Sunnis. Nor his unprovoked invasion of Kuwait, an act of wanton aggression that was, and had to be, opposed by the entire world. No—it was the Jews who were behind it; so they claimed. For anti-Semites, the Jews always are. 

			Indignantly breaking decorum, I slammed my fists down on the table. “Here’s the real truth,” I told them. “You’re all just anti-Semites, try as you might to pretend you aren’t.” 

			They just couldn’t keep it below the surface. Hatred always shows. 

			My experiences, of course, are those of a non-Jew on the outside looking in. Jewish pain and suffering is something I could never fully understand. But realizing that such manifestations of hatred persist never fails to hit me at my core. 

			Which is why I intend to end it, hand in hand with all good people across the globe. 

			It was my privilege and honor to accept Rabbi Shmuley and The World Values Network’s “Champion of Holocaust Memory” Award at their annual gala at Carnegie Hall in New York City in March, 2020, just days before the global lock-downs brought on by the coronavirus pandemic. 

			It is likewise my honor to contribute a foreword to his important book, in which he details the excruciating journey he took with his wife and children in the summer of 2017 to the killing fields of Europe—a pilgrimage which every person of conscience should attempt at least once in their lifetime. 

			It is our universal obligation to dedicate ourselves to the memory of the martyred six million, just as it is our obligation to confront and defeat genocide wherever it rises. We must continue to give voice to the victims and dedicate ourselves, now and forever, to the eternal motto of “Never Again.” 

			 

			Georgette Mosbacher

			International Holocaust Remembrance Day 

			January 27, 2021

			





CHAPTER 1

			Hey, Kids! We’re Going on Vacation to Visit Concentration Camps

			I was ten years old the first time I saw pictures of the bulldozers at Buchenwald pushing the bodies into mass graves. As a Jewish kid in Miami and Los Angeles, I knew of the Holocaust from an early age. Everywhere, there were survivors. They were part of our communities, part of our minyan—the quorum of ten needed for prayer services. You saw people all the time whose forearms were tattooed with numbers.

			I was born November 19, 1966, just two decades after the Holocaust, and yet it still felt like a thousand years ago. People like Anne Frank lived in a colorless, black-and-white era before ours. There’s no way you could comprehend, as a kid growing up in LA or Miami, the extent of these horrors, and it seemed there was no way they could have happened just twenty years before I was born.

			My elders knew better. This had all happened in their memory. No Jewish child born in the twentieth century can escape the Holocaust. I heard about it all the time, and read all sorts of books, but my knowledge felt abstract and theoretical. I became a rabbi and met Elie Wiesel, the author of Night; and the great Nazi hunter Simon Wiesenthal. But it only became real to me when I met Anne Frank’s best friend from childhood. Her name is Jacqueline van Maarsen, and she’s a Holocaust survivor living in Amsterdam. I was shocked to hear that anyone knew who Anne Frank’s best friend was, and even more amazed to hear she was still alive.

			Yves Kugelmann of the Anne Frank Foundation introduced me. My wife and I went to a modest apartment in Amsterdam and met a warm and hospitable elderly couple. They spoke near perfect English, with an accent, and at one point in our conversation, Jacqueline turned to her husband, Ruud Sanders, and asked, “Do you think we should show them?” And he said, “Why not. They seem like nice people.”

			He went into the bedroom and returned with something like a shoebox. Inside were postcards from Anne Frank to Jacqueline, pictures of Anne on the beach in Holland, notes from school. I’m looking at this and trying to compute it. I always knew, of course, that Anne Frank was a real person. But is this real? People who went to school with Anne Frank? Are you kidding me? Notes that she passed in class. It hit me as I sat there that Anne didn’t live in the Dark Ages or during ancient Byzantium. Anne was a little girl who lived just a short time ago. Had she not been murdered, she would likely still be alive today. And here was a woman who had played with her.

			I felt compelled to be a witness to the places of our people’s destruction. I wanted to completely immerse myself in the full horrors of the Holocaust, and I did not want to wait months or years. The survivors are dying every day, and too many people are like I was as a child, unable to comprehend the magnitude of the genocide directed at the Jewish people. There is some need in us modern Jews, I suppose, to see it as some ancient event, like the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple two thousand years ago, by the Romans. But that was all over for me after I met Jacqueline. The Holocaust had become fresh and immediate, and I decided I wanted to see as much of it as I could before it was too late. I also wanted my children to understand the Holocaust occurred during the lifetime of people they had met.

			It was June 2017. My children had just finished school, and they were free all summer. I started thinking of a plan, one I worried they might hate.

			Every summer, my wife and I round up our nine children, and we go on a trip. We’ve been to the battlefields of the Civil War, the National Parks. We have been to Israel, the Jewish homeland. We RV’d in Alaska. These trips tend to be joyful, a reprieve from the stress of the school year. But this year, I decided my children needed to learn about the Holocaust more than they needed a break.

			I was reminded of the ads they used to run at the end of the Super Bowl, when someone would say to the star of the game, “You’ve just won the Super Bowl. Now what are you going to do?” And they would answer, “I’m going to Disney World!”

			In my case, it was more like, “All right, kids. You’ve just finished school. Guess what we’re going to do now? Go to visit concentration camps!”

			Our family trip, however, was logistically uneventful. That is, if you can call moving a family of eight—with all of its luggage, need for kosher food, last-minute housing, and time spent in a tightly packed car together—uneventful. The trip was nightmarish, however, in an entirely different and more profound way. We were not visiting the beautiful sites of Europe. Our goal was not museums, art galleries, shopping districts, and nightlife. Our mission, rather, was to explore the darkest places in Jewish and world history: where a monster named Adolph Hitler was born; where the Final Solution was formulated; where the ghettoization, deportation, and extermination of six million Jews was conducted; and where the last remnants of Eastern European Jewry subsist.

			This was also not a trip planned for years, or even months in advance. I decided on a family vacation, a Holocaust holiday, at the end of June, largely because of a trip I’d taken to Poland in March, with my daughters Shaina, Baba (Rochel Leah), and Chana, for the March of the Living, and at the invitation of my friend Elisha Wiesel, the only son of Elie Wiesel. It was during that pilgrimage to sites of the Holocaust that I made up my mind to pay tribute to Elie and the survivors and victims of the Holocaust by bearing witness to the places where the Final Solution was planned and implemented.

			My desire to honor the world’s best-known Holocaust survivor, human rights champion, and symbol of the Jewish community was inspired by my decades-long friendship with Elie, whom I always affectionately called Reb Eliezer, and who would, in turn, call me, Reb Shmul. Our relationship began while I was rabbi at Oxford, where my wife and I ran a renowned Jewish student organization called The Oxford University L’Chaim Society, which we had started in 1988. I had been an avid student of Elie Wiesel’s works for years. His books took me back to a terrible time where my people were starving for food, battling disease, fighting for survival, fearing deportations, and searching desperately for any trace of the God within, with whom they had laid their faith.

			Elie was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1986, and used his renown and influence to enshrine the memory of those for whom help never came, and to campaign to help save those being victimized today. It was Elie who pushed President Jimmy Carter to commission the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, and who would speak truth to power by telling President Reagan he should not lay a wreath at the German cemetery in Bitburg because it has SS graves.

			Elie was committed to the welfare of all humanity—not just Jews—which he exemplified in his plea for President Clinton to protect those being slaughtered in Kosovo and the Balkans, and implored him not to have the United States stand by while a genocide was taking place in Rwanda.

			I hosted one of his last public appearances, where he joined me in speaking out in the United States Senate, against the nuclear agreement President Obama was negotiating with Iran. The next day, I took him to the Capitol for the speech Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu made to a joint session of Congress. The capitol rotunda was closed, but we got special permission to enter. It was moving to be alone in this citadel of democracy, and the photo I have of the four of us, including my wife, Debbie, alone in the capitol rotunda is one I cherish.

			Elie gave a voice to the silenced, a face to the nameless, and a story to each of the six million Jews martyred in the Holocaust. He became the living representative of those lost, and dedicated his life to ensuring that their deaths were not in vain, that the world never forget the suffering that befell his people, and that others never share their fate. Elie represented the most fundamental values of the Jewish people: faith and struggle, strength and pride, righteous indignation, and the courage to always remember.

			Hosting him at Oxford, which I did twice, would prove to be one of the greatest honors of my eleven years there as rabbi. From there, Elie and I would embark on a special friendship of nearly thirty years. During that time, we worked together to bring attention to genocides that had been perpetrated in places such as Rwanda, Armenia; and to raise the alarm when fanatics, such as the leaders of Iran, threatened the Jewish people with annihilation.

			After Elie’s death, I told Elisha that I wanted to honor his memory by writing a Torah in his father’s name and the memory of the six million who perished. Elisha was moved by the gesture, and approved the idea. We commissioned a scribe to write a special Torah scroll of a unique size that would make it portable, amid the serious laws governing the transport of Judaism’s holiest object.

			This beautiful Sefer Torah would accompany us throughout our trip—a small but powerful beacon of light amid the sea of darkness into which we would be diving.

			I hate traveling without my family. I wrote a book about parenting, where I argued the best way to be a parent is to act like a camp counselor. Parents need to give children constant activities, mental stimulation, and passions. I have this little camp that consists of my kids, and I do stuff with them. Always, we learn together. This summer would be our Holocaust holiday.

			I began to piece together an itinerary, one that would take us from where the Holocaust originated in Germany, throughout the lands where it was carried out. In the first leg of the trip, I would seek to understand the Nazi machinery of death that perpetrated the Holocaust. We would visit the site of the Holocaust’s conception in Wannsee before seeing the places from where it was ordered in the Nazi offices still standing in Berlin. I wanted to stop in Dresden, too, to understand the Nazis’ devotion to the cause, along with the sheer amount of force required to stop them. Prague, I knew would offer clues to the size and scope of European Jewry at the time of WWII, alongside the totality of the slaughter intended by the Nazis. There, we could also trace the steps of the heroic Czech resistance fighters who assassinated Reinhard Heydrich, and find in the Nazi reprisals the secret to their power: the combination of unmatched ambition with unprecedented brutality.

			From there, we would head into Poland to understand the Holocaust as it was experienced on the ground by its victims, the Jews. By visiting the grand Jewish community of Warsaw, we’d understand just how enormous Poland’s Jewish community was before the war. By visiting Krakow, we would get a taste of just how formidable Jewish Talmudic scholarship had been for centuries, before being extinguished by the Nazis. From there, we’d see the slave camps in Płaszów that they were herded into, and where Schindler made his list. Then we’d drive to the very epicenter of the Holocaust, the camps at Auschwitz-Birkenau, and from there, to the ghettos in Białystok and Łódź. On the way, we’d stop by the notorious death camp of Treblinka, and then seek out the other Holocaust epicenters of the environs of Warsaw, Lublin, Bratislava, and Budapest. From there, I knew the kids would be saturated with sadness and probably in need of something lighter. Still, it would be heavy: I decided that, in the last leg of the trip, we would loop back into Austria and Bavaria, where the evil that brought about the Holocaust found itself a fan base.

			It was an itinerary of great intensity, and yet I wanted my kids to come along. Even the little kids. I wanted them to learn firsthand about the Holocaust, to go beyond what they can read in books or glean from movies. I wanted them to learn everything that transpired so they would understand the meaning of never again, and commit themselves to preserving Jewish identity and values, fighting anti-Semitism, and standing up for Israel’s right to exist and defend itself. I wanted them to appreciate the sanctity of human life. Most importantly, I wanted us as a family to honor the memory of the six million Jewish people who had been murdered.

			It’s not like they’re shielded from horrors. They went through the pain, confusion, and horrible daily news of the coronavirus. They see news stories about police being gunned down, or race riots in places like Charlottesville. They see Hollywood movies with a lot of violence, and no matter how we try to protect them with PG-13 ratings, so much still slips through, especially on the Internet. I am not saying this is good. It’s not. But I did not believe, that as a parent, I could say they were not ready to go to places of Jewish memory where terrible things happened. They know about the Holocaust, and they know about my work to speak out against genocide and Hitler-like threats.

			Thankfully, my wife, Debbie, was supportive of this plan. Unlike me, she is a second-generation child of survivors. My own grandfather left Poland in about 1905, and worked to bring his brothers and sisters over. My grandmother left Lithuania and came to the United States as a baby at the turn of the 20th century. So thank God I never knew of any close relatives who had perished in the Holocaust.

			Debbie was just the opposite. Her mother’s family came from Slovakia. She had a twenty-two-year-old uncle who was taken away by the SS and never seen again. He was murdered at Auschwitz in May of 1943. Debbie has a great aunt who was forced into slave labor for the SS, and her great-grandfather owned a bakery that supplied the Slovakian army with bread. Debbie’s grandparents hid as non-Jews, in Budapest and Prague. Her other set of great-grandparents and many other family members were murdered by the Nazis. So she was much more directly affected by the Holocaust than I was, and she was raised with stories about the family that survived, and those who did not.

			I’m much more consumed with the Holocaust than she is. For her, it’s more about her family story. For me, the trip was about what these monsters did to my people, and our responsibility to always remember the victims. I’m unusual for a Jew my age, because I don’t have any family members who died in the Holocaust, even though I did have family from Poland and Lithuania. My wife’s family was decimated. So the trip would be far more emotional for Debbie. For me, the emotions were more collective, borne against the genocidal destruction of the Jewish people.

			Some of my friends thought I had lost my mind. A friend of ours contemplated joining us on the trip, but her ex-husband thought the idea of taking small children on such a trip was so outrageous that she dismissed it out of hand.

			Debbie also was hesitant about taking the younger children. I was not reluctant at all. We resolved that we would only let them see the actual places, the trains, the boxcars, but we would keep them away from any graphic pictures. Those, they could see when they were older.

			The kids were, understandably, less enthusiastic.

			I have, thank God, nine children. The three oldest children did not join us. Mushki, at the time, was twenty-eight and married with three kids. Chana, twenty-six, said her last trip to Poland with me for the March of the Living was more traumatic than being under missile fire as a member of the Israeli Defense Forces. My daughter Shterny, twenty-five, is also married, and was living in Jerusalem at the time, with her medical-student husband. My eldest son, Mendy, was living in Israel and serving in the Israeli army. He joined us for the second part of the trip, after we had gone to the absolutely horrible places.

			The next eldest daughter, Shaina, was twenty-two. She was a student at Stern College, but spent a semester six months earlier studying the Holocaust at George Washington University in Washington, DC. At the same time, she interned for Israeli Ambassador Ron Dermer. Earlier, she had spent a year in a real hardship post—Honolulu—where she ran adult educational programs for Chabad of Hawaii. She’d had a wild and engaging year of activism and study, and I wasn’t sure if a trip to concentration camps was how she wanted to top it off. But she was game. She loved the course she took at GW on the Holocaust, with Professor Jeffrey Richter, who had been a historian in the Justice Department’s Nazi-hunting unit, the Office of Special Investigations.

			During the class, she developed a deep interest in the Holocaust, and realized that as much as she thought she knew, there was so much more to learn. She said it drove her insane to think about how it happened. When she contemplated the number of deaths, and then the number of people murdered daily, Shaina became obsessed with writing a paper on the Warsaw Ghetto Uprisings. She chose that topic because the Jewish revolts against the Nazis was one of the least publicized aspects of Holocaust history. She said that they did not use a textbook for the class. They read journals that told the stories of people’s experiences, which made her feel more connected. At last, I had at least one.

			Rochel Leah, who we call Baba, was nineteen and had a very different reaction than Shaina. She had spent the previous year studying in a Chabad seminary in Jerusalem, called Mayanot. She was on a spiritual high, as so often happens in Israel. She was writing essays about the Torah portion of the week, and the Lubavitcher Rebbe’s talks, before I asked her to join our family vacation to the camps. Baba said it was like living in a bubble in Jerusalem. That bubble would burst during our trip.

			Both Shaina and Baba came with me on March of the Living, and like Chana, each vowed never to return to Poland afterward. They pleaded with me not to go back. I told them it was a family trip that was deeply connected to my work in fighting genocide. They came along reluctantly, and planned to stay for only a few days. But I asked them to extend their trips, and they didn’t leave until they were completely drained, three weeks later. While Mendy missed the horrible parts of the trip and got to participate in the more enjoyable tour of Italy, the girls had the opposite experience. It was shattering for both in different ways.

			Yosef, my sixteen-year-old son, only spent the first week with us in Germany. He returned home to go on a three thousand-mile cross country bike ride in the United States—cycling one hundred miles per day—to raise money for Chabad’s Friendship Circle program for special-needs children.

			My youngest son, Dovid Chaim, was eleven and had learned some basic facts about the Holocaust, in school. He loves history, like I do, because he also believes it helps him understand the world better. After the trip, he admitted that he had no idea what he was in for. “My father said we would go to Germany for about a week and see a couple of Holocaust sites. I thought that would be cool. Then we went to Wannsee. Then we stayed and went to more terrible places. I didn’t realize it would keep going on.” He said if he had known, he probably would not have wanted to go.

			Perhaps the person who had the most challenging visit was my youngest, Cheftziba, who began the trip when she was just eight years old. Assimilating all the information and sites was overwhelming because of her youth. But what made it even more difficult was that her birthday, July 3rd, coincided with the trip. Imagine hearing these words from your child: “Please, Tatty, don’t let us spend my birthday in Auschwitz.” She said it over and over.

			How could I be unmoved? And besides, what kind of father would force a child to celebrate their ninth birthday in an extermination camp? A piece of me, however, couldn’t help thinking that one point of the trip was to put ourselves in the shoes of the children and parents who lived through Hitler’s reign of terror. Altogether, more than 1.5 million Jewish children were murdered by the Nazis. How many children did not live to see their ninth birthday? How many children had birthdays in Auschwitz, or the other camps? How many were lucky enough to survive to celebrate their next birthday?

			Questions like these arose throughout the trip, and to be honest, many would never have occurred to me before. I also must admit that I did not fully prepare the kids for the intense journey that we were about embark upon. Some other people go on family trips to see their origins in Eastern Europe, and they visit one or two of the concentration camps. But we were going to be visiting four or five killing fields a day. I also did not anticipate the tension this immersion would create within the family, especially between Baba and me.

			Once the decision was made to go to Germany, Poland, Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Austria, and Italy, we had to confront the huge matter of logistics. It is no easy task to organize a family of six, transport them from place to place, find lodging and kosher food, pack and unpack repeatedly, and keep to a semblance of a schedule. Somehow, we managed. But things did not always go smoothly, and I cannot tell you how grateful I am for the patience each child demonstrated, not to mention my wife.

			Given the size of our entourage, we had to keep costs as low as possible. One way we did this was to do all our own driving. On the one hand, this gave us a lot of flexibility to come and go as we pleased. On the other hand, it created certain hardships. It’s much more relaxing when you can sit back and let someone local and knowledgeable do the driving in a private car or a bus, especially around Eastern European countries whose terrain and topography are unfamiliar and often poorly paved. A local driver also knows how to keep you safe. We spent a lot of time getting lost, or taking a less than optimal route. We also did not have the benefit of a local guide’s expertise about the sites we visited, or the interaction about life today. Then there is a lasting feeling of unease for Jews visiting remote places where our people were annihilated. Going it alone also added to the sense of being foreign, lonely, and vulnerable. Even without my beard, yarmulke, and tzitzit, we would have felt like aliens.

			While my family might have felt more comfortable with a driver or guide, I was not looking to minimize the feeling of foreignness. After all, the Jews were singled out for persecution because of their otherness, which effectively made them strangers in their birthplaces.

			With all this in mind, we departed for Germany on June 25, 2017, with a mixture of excitement and trepidation.

			 

			





CHAPTER 2

			Wannsee: The Plan for the Final Solution

			As we waited for our luggage at Berlin-Tegel Airport, an Israeli security guard—who had been contracted to protect a Jewish group who would be visiting Berlin—walked over to me and told me that my sons and I should take off our yarmulkes. He said that it was dangerous to wear them, and that I was being an irresponsible father for putting my children at risk.

			He had good intentions, but I obviously ignored him. Orthodox Jewish men cover their heads as a symbol of being God-fearing. The very word yarmulke means Yoreh Malkah, fear of the King. It is an important sign of piety and religious devotion. It is also an identifiable sign of Jewish identity and connection. I will never teach my children to be afraid to be Jewish, or to show the world they’re Jewish. But this was to happen over and over again: locals coming over to us in Germany, Poland, France, and other countries, pleading with us, for our own sake, not to wear our yarmulkes.

			We were exhausted from the overnight flight, had not showered, and were generally unkempt. But we didn’t want to waste any time. We rented a van, packed it up, and set out for Wannsee, directly from the airport. I was determined to see as much of the history of the Holocaust as was humanly possible in the time allowed. Wannsee, where the Final Solution of the Jewish question was discussed by senior officials of the Third Reich, was the place to start.

			Wannsee is a wealthy suburb of Berlin, situated on picturesque Lake Wannsee, about a half-hour drive from Tegel. The mansion overlooks the lake, and is surrounded by beautiful gardens where walkers, joggers, and cyclists come to enjoy the serenity. It is the former stately home of a German industrialist, in a lovely residential neighborhood that gives no clue as to the monstrous decisions that were made there.

			The wheels for genocide had actually been set in motion much earlier. Some might say that the first turn of the wheel was the enactment of the Nuremberg Laws in 1935, and the increasing persecution of the Jews that followed in succeeding years, leading up to Kristallnacht, November 9–10, 1938, when, over the course of less than forty-eight hours, at least ninety-six Jews were killed; thirty thousand more were rounded up and sent to concentration camps; 7,500 Jewish businesses were destroyed; and countless Jewish cemeteries, schools, and synagogues were vandalized or destroyed. The broken glass strewn all over the streets gave the pogrom its name: The Night of Broken Glass.

			The pogroms on Kristallnacht were carried out in broad daylight, for the entire world to see. The condemnation by some leaders would convince the Nazis of the need to pursue their goal more covertly in the future, which is why nobody knew about the Wannsee Conference until much later. History only knows of its existence because one of the thirty copies (marked number 16 of 30) believed to have been distributed to the participants, was found in the files of the German Foreign Office in 1947, by American war crimes investigators.

			The failure of the international community to take any action undoubtedly led Hitler to conclude that his assumption about the global contempt for the Jews was correct, and that no country would oppose his aim, which he made explicit in January 1939: “If international finance Jewry within Europe and abroad should succeed once more in plunging the peoples into a world war, then the consequence will be not the Bolshevization of the world, and therewith, a victory of Jewry, but on the contrary, the destruction of the Jewish race in Europe.”

			World War II began on September 1, 1939, with the German invasion of Poland. Shortly afterward, Heinrich Himmler, the head of the Gestapo and the SS, created special mobile killing units within the SS, the Einsatzgruppen, responsible for liquidating all political enemies of the Reich. They were placed under the command of his deputy, Reinhard Heydrich. On September 21, 1939, Heydrich sent a secret memo to the chiefs of the Einsatzgruppen. It euphemistically refers to the “final aim” of the Nazis, which he says would take some time, and details to the stages necessary for fulfilling it in the short-term.

			The “first prerequisite,” which Heydrich said should “be carried out with all speed,” was the “concentration of the Jews from the countryside into the larger cities.” If an explanation for this action was needed, he wrote, they were to say, “that Jews have most influentially participated in guerrilla attacks and plundering actions.” Foreshadowing future plans, Heydrich said to create “as few concentration points as possible…so as to facilitate subsequent measures,” and to choose locations along railroad lines.

			Heydrich also gave instructions for the creation of Jewish councils, the notorious Judenrats, that would face the moral and ethical qualm of whether to collaborate with the Nazis in the hope of saving some Jewish lives, or resisting. The decision to create what Heydrich referred to in the memo as “Councils of Jewish Elders” (Jüdische Ältestenräte) was part of the scheme to force Jews to participate in their own destruction.

			Heydrich’s memo was specific about the composition of these councils. They were to be comprised of up to twenty-four male Jews who were “influential personalities and rabbis,” and given full responsibility “for the exact punctual execution of all directives issued or yet to be issued.” He added, that the councils were “to be warned of the severest measures” if they disobeyed. One of the roles these councils would play was also hinted at in the memo’s instruction that the elders be “informed of the dates and deadlines for departure, departure facilities, and finally departure routes. They are then to be made personally responsible for the departure of the Jews from the countryside.” The memo makes no mention of where the Jews might be deported.

			Two years later, the implementation of the radical solution to the Jewish question to accomplish the “final aim” began when the Einsatzgruppen were assigned to kill Jews during the invasion of the Soviet Union, in June 1941. Ultimately, these mobile killing units would murder an estimated 1.4 million Jews.

			The Nazis had experimented with gassing prisoners at Chełmno, a camp thirty miles northwest of Łódź. Prisoners there were forced into vans with tubes directing the carbon monoxide from the exhaust pipe, into the cabin, where they were trapped. In less than three years, these vans were used to kill and dispose of the bodies of more than 150,000 people.

			This approach was deemed too slow and cumbersome, and there remained the problem of burying the bodies. The next stage in the genocide was tested on September 3, 1941, when six hundred Soviet prisoners of war, and 260 ill or weak prisoners at a concentration camp in Poland, known as Auschwitz, were herded into an experimental gas chamber. The Germans filled the room with crystalline hydrogen cyanide gas, an insecticide with the commercial name Zyklon B. The test was “successful,” and the gas chamber was used for mass murder, starting in January 1942.

			Thus, the extermination of the Jews was already in full swing when Heydrich invited fourteen high-ranking Nazi Party and government officials to the SS-owned villa we had come to visit. Later, the meeting became known as the Wannsee Conference.

			Heydrich ran the meeting. He was chief of the Reich Main Security Office and Deputy Reich Protector of Bohemia and Moravia. He was assassinated by Czech partisans in Prague, in 1942. Also present was State Secretary Roland Freisler of the Reich Ministry of Justice and President of the People’s Court, who was killed in an air raid in Berlin, on February 3, 1945. Rudolf Lange was an SS and police official who commanded a division of the Einsatzgruppen, and was either killed in action by the Soviets, or committed suicide at Poznań, Poland, on or around February 23, 1945. Heinrich Müller was head of the Gestapo. He was last seen in Hitler’s bunker on May 1, 1945, and is the most senior Nazi who was never captured or confirmed to have died. Also present were Adolf Eichmann, a senior group leader of the SS, who was convicted of war crimes in Israel after one of the most sensational and consequential trials in history, and executed on June 1, 1962.

			Only three of the fifteen participants were executed for their crimes after the war, despite the evidence that showed they had, over cognac, after a nice breakfast, spent ninety minutes discussing the SS plan to kill all the Jews of Europe. Heydrich wanted to assert SS responsibility for the “Final Solution,” and to stress the importance of the various government bodies coordinating their actions to accomplish their goal quickly and efficiently. Eichmann, Heydrich’s subordinate, recorded the minutes, which were subsequently edited by Heydrich, who substituted euphemisms for references to actions planned against the Jews.

			We do not know everything that was said, since Eichmann’s notes were not verbatim, but the euphemisms, such as the “new possibilities in the East,” and “the Final Solution of the European Jewish Question,” make clear the roles the various departments would play in transporting Jews from occupied territories to extermination camps in Poland. The scope of the Nazis’ vision is evident from a table listing eleven million Jews, by country, who were subject to the “Final Solution.” What is striking is that this list includes several countries, some neutral during the war, not usually associated with the Holocaust, such as England, Ireland, Sweden, Switzerland, and Turkey. One imagines they formed part of the German “living space” (Lebensraum) that was to be cleared of Jews “in a legal manner.”

			According to the “Wannsee Protocol,” as the minutes are known, the Nazis had succeeded in causing 537,000 Jews to emigrate from Germany between January 1, 1933, and March 15, 1939. Wealthy Jews and Jewish organizations, it noted, had financed the emigration. The focus of Nazi operations was changing, however, from encouraging emigration to deportation: “The evacuated Jews will first be taken, group by group, to so-called transit ghettos, in order to be transported further east from there.”

			There was some concern for the impact of deporting Jews on the Reich economy. “Secretary of State Neumann stated that Jews employed in essential war industries could not be evacuated for the present, as long as no replacements were available.”

			The minutes make sickening reading; the plan for the Jews is explicit, and the attitude is unmistakable. “Jews fit to work will work their way eastwards constructing roads. Doubtless the large majority will be eliminated by natural causes. Any final remnant that survives will doubtless consist of the most resistant elements. They will have to be dealt with appropriately, because otherwise, by natural selection, they would form the germ cell of a new Jewish revival.”

			One of the remarkable aspects of the meeting, and of the Holocaust in general, is the absence of any evidence that Hitler ordered the murder of the Jews. The assumption of the attendees was that Heydrich was operating under the explicit orders of the Führer, but no such orders have ever been found. According to Yad Vashem, the World Holocaust Remembrance Center in Jerusalem, they may have been given orally, or passed through an intermediary. We only have documentation that Heydrich was acting under the authorization of Himmler. As brazen and wicked as his plan was, Hitler took extraordinary steps to make sure that no written orders from him as to the annihilation of European Jewry would exist. There are public speeches he gave, promising to destroy European Jewry, with “the prophecy” of January 30, 1939 in which he said, “If international finance Jewry inside and outside Europe should succeed in plunging the nations once more into a world war, the result will be not the Bolshevization of the earth and thereby the victory of Jewry, but the annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe”—being the most famous. But no written orders have ever been found, which shows you how far Hitler went to suppress evidence of war crimes. This would be a feature of nearly all Nazis, especially in the final days of the war, doing their utmost to conceal the scope of the genocide and their involvement.

			I brought my family into the conference room at Wannsee, and stood at the table where Heydrich gave his briefing. I read from facsimiles of the minutes. I was already familiar with their contents, but reading them still aroused a combination of astonishment and rage at the audacity of the Nazis’ plan for such evil on such a large scale. At no time did anyone present raise any objection to a scheme for exterminating an entire people. They did not bother to debate the policy. They were only there to discuss the details of its enactment. The Holocaust was an extraordinary crime carried out primarily by ordinary men. These were some of the most powerful ministers in the German government, some from sophisticated and highly educated backgrounds. They were not monsters or people with histories of mental illness. They were just doing their jobs.

			What is crazy about the Wannsee Conference is that by 1942, Germany was already fighting a war against every significant power on earth, and yet they spent the day discussing how to deploy their scarce resources to conduct a continent-wide genocide of the Jews. To see a dramatic reenactment of the conference, I recommend the excellent film Conspiracy, starring Kenneth Branagh, that aired on HBO.

			According to Encyclopedia Judaica, some scholars see Wannsee primarily as symbolic because the decision to kill the Jews of Europe had already been made. Some historians believe the timing of the meeting was related to some concern in Berlin, over the news that German Jews had been killed during mass shootings in the Soviet Union, in November 1941. They argue the meeting in Wannsee was partly aimed at getting the participants’ approval for murdering all Jews, including German nationals. During the meeting, the group discussed, for example, whether certain Jews should be exempt, such as decorated veterans from World War I, and Mischlings—people with both Aryan and Jewish ancestry. It was decided that no Jew would be exempt. “Never before,” as it says at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, “had a modern state committed itself to the murder of an entire people.”

			It is, perhaps, not surprising that it took a long time for the German government to make the Wannsee mansion a museum. After the war, the building was used for a few years as a college, and then later became a youth hostel and place for local school children to play during their summer vacation. It was not until 1965 that a Polish Jewish historian named Joseph Wulf began a public campaign urging the government to create an international Holocaust document center at the mansion.

			A survivor of Auschwitz, Wulf moved to Berlin in 1952. He had promised himself if he survived the war that he would dedicate his life to exposing the Nazis’ crimes. But he died a disappointed man in his efforts to establish a Documentation Center at Wannsee. “I have published 18 books about the Third Reich,” he wrote to his son, “and they have had no effect. You can document everything to death for the Germans. There is a democratic regime in Bonn. Yet the mass murderers walk around free, live in their little houses, and grow flowers.” Wulf committed suicide on October 10, 1974, by jumping from the fifth-floor window of his Berlin apartment.

			“As long as the generation that had been active during the Nazi period were still in positions of power, they were reluctant to create memorials to what were either their own crimes, or the crimes of their peers,” said Stefanie Fischer, a postgraduate researcher on anti-Semitism, at Berlin’s Humboldt University.

			It was 1986 before the Mayor of Berlin, Eberhard Diepgen, announced a plan to create a memorial at Wannsee. Diepgen had been shocked when he learned about the Wannsee Protocol as a student in the 1950s. “There have been many cases of government-sponsored mass murder,” said Diepgen, “but that a highly modern state, working with such brutal success, killed all the members of a race that it could capture, including mothers, children, and old people—that is unique and without any historical parallel.”

			It was a particularly fitting coda to the history of the Wannsee Conference when the staff at the Israeli embassy in Berlin held their weekly meeting in the same building on April 25, 2017—seventy-five years after the protocol for the Final Solution was completed.

			It was also gratifying to see groups of schoolchildren touring the museum. Education is indispensable for preventing future genocides. “Let us not deceive ourselves about what we have done,” said Rita Süssmuth, the president of the German Parliament, when the Wannsee house opened as a memorial. “Experience tells us that whatever we repress catches up with us. No one can flee from their history.”

			At the dedication, Heinz Galinski, an Auschwitz survivor and head of Germany’s largest Jewish organization, stated: “In this house, on January 20, 1942, a barrier of civilization was broken and the abyss of barbarism was opened.”

			My children reacted with numbness to Wannsee. It was all too much to absorb. How could civilized men have sat around a conference table by a picturesque lake, and planned the gassing of 1.5 million children? The kids walked around the villa with their explanatory headsets on, trying to absorb the trauma. They had not slept an entire night on the plane. But now they were wide awake. Calmly and perfunctorily, they asked me questions: “Where did Heydrich sit at the table? When they walked in, where was the food situated? Did they pop grapes in their mouths as they discussed the gassing of the six million?”

			The banality of my children’s response was at once troubling, and perhaps, appropriate. Wasn’t that the real shocker of the Wannsee conference? The utter ordinariness of it all? A bunch of boring bureaucrats, headed by the third-most evil man that ever lived, gathered over alcohol to discuss the most efficient way to carry out a continent-wide genocide.

			But then, disgust registered on my children’s faces as a group of German teenagers came through with a guide who was lecturing to them in German. I could see the distaste in their eyes, almost as though they regarded this group as partially culpable for all that had happened. The last thing my kids wanted was to hear German spoken in this sacred space. It seemed like a desecration. Yosef especially had a visceral reaction to seeing the German guide saunter through the villa, his students following in his wake.

			I pulled my kids aside. “Today’s Germans are not responsible for the Holocaust,” I said. “We don’t believe in vertical accountability, where the sins of the parents get passed onto the children. We believe only in horizontal accountability, where those who were alive and allowed this, and voted Hitler into office by democratic means, and those who carried out his genocide, are culpable. It’s actually a beautiful thing to see that Germany brings its high school students here so that they can know what their parents and grandparents were part of. We should applaud all efforts Germany makes today to educate about the Holocaust.” It surprised me, but my kids accepted my words and reacted differently afterward, warming to the presence of our German acquaintances.

			Shaina, who had learned about the Wannsee Conference at her University course, asked the most questions and joined me in explaining much of the material to her siblings. Baba walked around in a fog. I could see that this was the beginning of a disillusionment with God and religious belief that would only increase over the course of our trip. “The scope of what happened is unimaginable. It’s sickening,” she told me. “It’s disgusting.” And while she did not yet say it out loud, I could tell she was wondering, “What are we doing here, and why did you bring me?”

			





CHAPTER 3

			Berlin: Navel of the Nazi World

			The Israeli at Tegel Airport wasn’t kidding when he told us to take off our yarmulkes. Less than a year later, in April 2018, two young men wearing yarmulkes were attacked in an upscale neighborhood in the German capital. One victim was a twenty-one-year-old Israeli Arab who said he wore the yarmulke to show solidarity with his Jewish friends. A video of the assault showed a young man whipping him with a belt while shouting, “Yahudi!”—Jew, in Arabic.

			Following the attack, one of Germany’s Jewish leaders, Josef Schuster, said he would advise people visiting big cities against wearing yarmulkes. Other Jewish leaders were angered by his suggestion. I was with them. I was determined to walk as a Jew in Germany, and I was not about to give in to threats from anti-Semites. I was taught by my teacher and mentor, the Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, to be a proud Jew and never hide my identity. My boys and I never removed our yarmulkes throughout our journey, even in cities where anti-Semitism was on the upswing. Fortunately, aside from some menacing stares, some of which got downright creepy, we never had any violence.

			A week after the 2018 assault, more than two thousand Germans of various faiths put on yarmulkes and marched in Berlin and other cities around Germany, to protest the attack and show solidarity with German Jews.

			This is the good news-bad news story of modern Germany. The country has done a great deal to educate people about its dark history through compulsory study of the Holocaust in schools, and dozens of memorials, museums, and other forms of documentation. Moreover, they have instituted legislation aimed at preventing a resurgence of Nazism; the display of Nazi iconography is forbidden. But it cannot be denied that neo-Nazis and anti-Semitism are present in Germany, expressed in the rise of far-right political parties and in the antipathy toward Jews shown by some misguided Muslim immigrants.

			My kids were immediately uncomfortable with being in Berlin. Yosef especially expressed displeasure. He and I clashed on the issue. “This place is disgusting,” he told me. “They hate Jews here. They murdered us. And they haven’t changed. Look at the way they look at us.”

			I understood, but rejected his outrage. “They put a Holocaust memorial right in middle of Berlin, at the seat of government. They’re trying to come to terms with their past. It’s a different generation. They didn’t commit the Holocaust.”

			But Yosef would have none of it. “They hate Israel. They always criticize Israel, and don’t give a damn about the Palestinians who blew up Jews. And Jews get attacked here all the time. They’re afraid to even wear yarmulkes. Because they all know that they hate us here.”

			I strongly disagreed. His position—understandable perhaps for a teenager trying to process the unimaginable slaughter of his people in the lifetime of his grandparents—contradicted my core belief that every person should be judged by their own actions amid a wholesale rejection of collective punishment. The problem was, it seemed, that the evidence was on his side. Everywhere we looked around Berlin, there were monuments to the brutality of the German people against the Jews—from the former headquarters of the Gestapo and SS, to the former site of the Reich Chancellery, from which Hitler conducted the war and the Holocaust. And this is not to mention the two-thousand-year history of Jews being persecuted and slaughtered in Europe, and Germany in particular, especially during the crusades. Still, I insisted to Yosef that we as a family reject collective punishment and vertical accountability.

			Jews have been persecuted in Berlin since they came in the 13th century to escape the Crusaders in southern Germany. In 1349, the Jews were accused of starting the Black Plague, and were expelled, returned, and sent away again at different times, until 1571, when they were banned for nearly a century. Jews slowly began to return in 1663. The first synagogue, known later as the Old Synagogue, was built in 1714, and the community established a cemetery, a mikveh (ritual bath), and a hospital. Jews became successful merchants and bankers, but, as everywhere else in Europe, faced a variety of restrictions and were heavily taxed.

			Philosopher and scholar Moses Mendelssohn arrived in Berlin in 1743, and urged Jews to integrate into secular society. He also helped establish the Jüdische Freischule (Jewish Free School), which combined religious learning with a general education. Berlin subsequently became the center of the Haskalah, or Jewish enlightenment, during which many Jews assimilated. Jews were allowed to become Prussian citizens in 1815, and were technically given full equality in 1850, although they continued to endure bigotry and discrimination from their Christian neighbors. By this time, ninety-five hundred Jews lived in Berlin.

			A major schism in the Jewish community of Berlin, and later the rest of the Diaspora, occurred with the founding of the Society for Reform in Judaism, in 1845, and the opening of a Reform temple in 1854. The Reform movement broke with many traditions of Orthodox Judaism, including holding services in German that featured an organ and a choir. Many Jews assimilated, which made it easier for them to become members of the social and economic elite.

			By 1900, more than 110,000 Jews lived in Berlin, representing about 5 percent of the total population. Several new synagogues and other communal institutions were established, and many Jews became active in the Zionist movement. After World War I, Jews in Berlin enjoyed a golden age and became prominent in a range of professions. It was also a time of great creativity, as musicians, artists, and writers flourished. Meanwhile, the German economy deteriorated because of, among other factors, reparations payments required under the 1919 Treaty of Versailles. The government printed money to make the payments and to repay the country’s war debt, but this led to hyperinflation, which made goods unaffordable. The US stock market crash and worldwide depression exacerbated the hardships in Germany as millions of people lost their jobs and major banks collapsed.

			Hitler and his National Socialist German Workers Party (NSDAP—Nazi) exploited the misfortune of the people and promised to establish a strong central government that would ensure law and order, strengthen the economy, increase Lebensraum (living space) for Germanic peoples, and forge a society based on Aryan superiority and racial purity. In 1932, the NSDAP became the largest party in the Reichstag, holding 230 seats after winning 37.4 percent of the popular vote, and Hitler became chancellor on January 30, 1933.

			A month later, the Reichstag building was set afire. A Dutch communist named Marinus van der Lubbe took the rap, but many people think the Nazis did it. Using the threat of a communist uprising as a pretext, Hitler rounded up members of the Communist Party and announced the Reichstag Fire Decree, which rescinded most German civil liberties, including rights of assembly and freedom of the press. This was followed by passage of the Enabling Act in March 1933, which enabled Hitler to create laws without the consent of the president or the Reichstag. He then purged the entire leadership of the storm troopers he had created as his personal guard in the 1920s, out of fear that they might challenge his leadership. During the Night of the Long Knives, which took place from June 30 to July 2, 1934, many senior officers, including Nazi leader Ernst Röhm—one of Hitler’s earliest supporters—were shot.

			On August 2, 1934, President Paul von Hindenburg died, and Hitler became Führer und Reichskanzler (leader and chancellor), making him the absolute ruler of Germany. All political parties other than the Nazi Party were outlawed. Germany withdrew from the League of Nations, and the swastika became the national flag.

			I took my children around Berlin, teaching this history and showing them the major historical sites. They need to understand how a civilized society—perhaps the most developed in all of Europe—descended into unmatched barbarity in the space of a decade. We visited the site of the Reichstag, where Hitler gave so many of his infamous speeches, including the one referenced above, where on January 30, 1939, he basically stated, before the world, that he intended to annihilate the Jews of Europe:

			I have very often in my lifetime been a prophet and have been mostly derided. At the time of my struggle for power, it was in the first instance the Jewish people who only greeted with laughter my prophecies that I would someday take over the leadership of the state and of the entire people of Germany and then, among other things, also bring the Jewish problem to its solution. I believe that this hollow laughter of Jewry in Germany has already stuck in its throat. I want today to be a prophet again: if international finance Jewry inside and outside Europe should succeed in plunging the nations once more into a world war, the result will be not the Bolshevization of the earth and thereby the victory of Jewry, but the annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe.

			We visited the site of the Kroll Opera House, bombed to smithereens by the allies, but not before Hitler gave some of his most incendiary speeches rousing Germany to war. And we visited the headquarters of the Gestapo and SS, from which so much of the Holocaust was carried out.

			The persecution of Jews began right away with the firing of Jewish civil servants, except those who had served in the military in World War I. On April 1, 1933, a boycott was declared against Jewish stores and businesses. That May, books written by Jews, and other authors considered subversive, were publicly burned in front of the opera house. Among the books added to the pyre were those by Albert Einstein, Franz Kafka, Sigmund Freud, Thomas Mann, Helen Keller, H.G. Wells, Margaret Sanger, and Marcel Proust. German Jewish writer Heinrich Heine wrote in his 1821 play, Almansor: “Where they burn books, they will, in the end, burn human beings too.” The line is now engraved at the site of the book burning.

			The site of the burnings, known as Bebelplatz, particularly moved our children. We got there late at night. A young German man stopped us and asked if we were Jewish.

			“Whatever gave you that idea?” Yosef replied, sarcastically, as we were bedecked in yarmulkes and tzitzis.

			The young man was warm and friendly, and started giving us ideas of other places we could visit that commemorate the crimes of the Third Reich. “You see, Yosef,” I said, “there is a whole generation that wants to take responsibility and remember.”

			“He’s a very nice guy, Tatty. But he’s only one person.”

			The Nuremberg Laws, adopted on September 15, 1935, deprived Jews of German citizenship, prohibited Jewish households from having German maids under the age of forty-five, prohibited any non-Jewish German from marrying a Jew, and outlawed sexual relations between Jews and Germans. These measures were adopted to dehumanize the Jews and convince the rest of the German public that Jews were “parasites” who threatened the racial purity of the country and needed to be exterminated. Anyone who disagreed could be arrested and sent to the newly created Dachau concentration camp for political prisoners in Munich.

			The mistreatment of Jews did not escalate into statewide violence until the evening of November 9, 1938—Kristallnacht, a coordinated nationwide pogrom that convinced any doubters that Hitler meant business. Assimilation was no shield against persecution. Even decorated veterans of World War I were dragged from their homes, beaten, humiliated, and arrested.

			The Fasanenstrasse Synagogue was also destroyed. It had opened in 1914, in the presence of government, military, and city representatives. There was a procession of the Torah scrolls, and the ceremonial lighting of the eternal light. The rabbi said that the light of the lamp, like the love of fatherland of the Jewish community, would never be extinguished. The New Synagogue was also set ablaze, but was saved by a police officer, Wilhelm Krützfeld, who convinced the fire department to put out the fire because the building was an officially protected monument.

			Kristallnacht occurred in plain sight and was covered by the media. World leaders could not feign ignorance, and yet President Roosevelt said and did nothing for nearly a week, before recalling the American ambassador from Berlin and declaring, “The news of the past few days from Germany has deeply shocked public opinion in the U.S….I myself could scarcely believe such things could happen in a 20th century civilization.”

			British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain even allowed himself a little antisemitic reflection: “No doubt Jews aren’t a lovable people; I don’t care about them myself—but that is not sufficient to explain the pogrom.”

			Hitler took note of the world’s inaction—it must have looked to him like no one cared enough about the Jews to challenge him. Three days after Kristallnacht, Hermann Göring convened a meeting of the Nazi leadership and announced, “Today’s meeting is of a decisive nature. I have received a letter written on the Füehrer’s orders requesting that the Jewish question be now, once and for all, coordinated and solved one way or another.” On January 21, 1939, Hitler told the Czech foreign minister, “We are going to destroy the Jews.”

			Kristallnacht was meant to encourage the Jews to leave Germany. Seeing the writing on the wall, thousands emigrated, resulting in the Jewish population of Berlin dwindling to seventy-five thousand by the end of the year, less than half of what it had been before the Nazis. Many remained, believing they had survived the worst. No doubt, later they wished they had taken the hint. By 1941, most of the city was off limits to Jews. In October, the first one thousand Berlin Jews were transported to the Łódź Ghetto in Poland.

			The next year, Alois Brunner, an SS officer and representative of Adolf Eichmann, was put in charge of the deportations, and he did his job with extraordinary efficiency, rounding up Jews in broad daylight and pressuring community leaders to identify victims for him. According to the Museum of Tolerance, “Brunner threatened to shoot one Jewish leader for every Jew absent from collection centers: when 20 Jews escaped, he took 20 officials, shot eight, and sent their families the ashes before deporting them.” Ultimately, more than sixty thousand Jews were deported from Berlin: more than ten thousand to the ghettos in eastern Europe, about fifteen thousand to Theresienstadt, and more than thirty-five thousand to the extermination camps in Poland. On June 16, 1943, they declared the city judenrein, cleansed of Jews.

			Alois Brunner, who went on to deport Jews from Austria (47,000), Greece (44,000), France (23,500), and Slovakia (14,000), escaped first to Egypt, and later to Syria, where he served for a time as an advisor to the secret police teaching them Nazi interrogation methods. The French government tried him in absentia and sentenced him to death, but Syria refused to extradite him. In a 1987 interview, he told the Chicago Sun Times: “The Jews deserved to die. I have no regrets. If I had the chance, I would do it again.”

			The Mossad sent him letter bombs on two occasions, which caused him to lose an eye and four fingers. He reportedly lived his last years under virtual house arrest in a basement in Damascus. It was rumored that he died in 2010, and finally his death was confirmed by the Simon Wiesenthal Center in December 2014, by which time he would have been 102 years old.

			When the shattered capital was divided by the Allies into four zones, and Germany divided for forty years, most Jews settled in West Germany, but few survivors returned to their homes. In 1957, the West Berlin city government agreed to build a Jewish cultural center at the site of the Fasanenstrasse Synagogue, but Jewish life was moribund.

			When the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, like the rest of the country, the Jewish community was unified. The city was also flooded by Jewish immigrants from the former Soviet Union. It provoked a crisis in German-Israel relations. Israel hoped that most of these Jews would make aliyah. However, many preferred to stay in Germany, where they thought economic opportunities would be better. The German government insisted the Jews should have a choice. Others argued that Germany had no obligation to allow them to stay since, as Jews, they had the right to automatic citizenship in Israel, and thus, were not really refugees. Still, the vast majority of the roughly fifty thousand members of the Jewish Community in Berlin speak Russian.

			The presence of a large Jewish community in Germany baffled my kids, especially Baba and Yosef. “Who the hell would want to live here?” Yosef said. “I can’t believe they can be in Israel, but they choose to come back to this giant Jewish cemetery of Germany.” But our son Mendy had studied as a Rabbinical student emissary in Frankfurt for two years, sent there by the Chabad movement to help reinvigorate Jewish life in Germany. And he had felt accomplished in his work, and believed that the Jewish communities of Europe and Germany in particular were important.

			“Hitler wanted to make Germany judenrein,” I told my kids. “So why should we help him?” This provoked Baba’s ire. “You mean to tell me, we have a choice between living in Israel versus being stuck here among all these people who murdered us, and you think Jews should live here?”

			I replied, “Israel is the eternal Jewish homeland. But do you really want Europe cleaned out of Jews? Isn’t Judaism a global religion? Aren’t we meant to have global influence?”

			“Yes,” Baba said, “but that influence comes from the light we project from Israel.”

			The perception that conditions for Jews had improved in Germany, combined with the strength of the economy, led more Jews to settle in Berlin. Combined with the influx of Soviet Jews, the community began to grow. In 1999, the German government provided funding to train rabbis and cantors, and the first seminary since the Holocaust was established at the University of Potsdam’s Abraham Geiger College. After the first three rabbis were ordained in 2006, German Chancellor Angela Merkel said the event was “special because many did not believe that after the Holocaust Jewish life would flourish in Germany.” Today, three additional rabbinical seminaries are active in Berlin.

			Prior to the war, Berlin had more than one hundred houses of prayer. Today, there are thirteen active synagogues, only four of which existed before the war. Four synagogues are museums, including the New Synagogue, which was constructed in 1866 and destroyed during Kristallnacht. It was renovated and serves as a cultural center and museum of Berlin Jewish history.

			Berlin also has Jewish preschools and a high school. We stumbled across it by accident and were struck by the high level of security, with guards, a wall, and surveillance cameras. In 2003, the first Jewish-oriented college was opened by New York-based Touro College. There are also several kosher restaurants. In the past, I stayed at the Crown Plaza Hotel, which offered kosher meals and went out of its way to accommodate observant Jewish travelers. You can also walk along streets named after famous Jews such as Moses Mendelssohn, Baruch Spinoza, Rosa Luxemburg, Heinrich Heine, and Gustav Mahler.

			The oldest Jewish cemetery in Berlin, on Grosse Hamburger Strasse, was in use between 1672 and 1827. Moses Mendelssohn is buried here. During the war, the Nazis destroyed the cemetery as part of a campaign to erase the Jewish dead, along with the living. German authorities after the war put up a symbolic tombstone in honor of Mendelssohn. I took my children there, and we found it to be an eerie place, nearly empty except for smashed tombstones glued together by post-Holocaust conservationists, and the one standing tombstone of Mendelssohn, replaced after the war. My kids were happy to visit, feeling they were honoring the memory of the dead after the desecration of the SS.

			Only fifteen markers remain, most set against a wall. The graves themselves are gone, and the words on the tombstones have faded, and some are illegible. The emptiness of the cemetery is just what the Nazis wanted to achieve. Today, it is a publicly designated green zone. We tried to also visit the Weissensee Cemetery, which is the largest Jewish cemetery in Europe, with more than 115,000 graves, but it was closed when we arrived. I was surprised to see how important it was to my kids to still gather a glimpse of it, as they sought to climb parts of the walls.

			This would begin a pattern that distinguished our trip. As much as my kids hated visiting the extermination camps, like Treblinka, where the Jews were turned into ash, they felt special about visiting actual cemeteries where the Jewish dead were properly interred and remembered. Death is death. Murder is murder. That is abominable enough. But cremation makes it that much more impossible to stomach. Cremation is not, and never has been, a Jewish thing. The ancient Romans cremated. The Jews buried. And the Christians, based on the Jewish teachings, did likewise, which is why you have the famous catacombs of Rome, and other areas, where Christians were buried in multiple layers to accommodate their large numbers.

			For decades, Germans tried to forget and conceal their past, but that has changed. Public schools are required to teach about the Holocaust and bring schoolchildren to visit the former concentration camps. Reparation payments were made to victims, and laws were enacted to make it a crime to deny the Holocaust or to display Nazi symbols.

			In 2005, Berlin opened a Holocaust memorial and museum near the Brandenburg Gate, just a block from Hitler’s bunker, and within sight of the Reichstag. The Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe consists of 2,711 slabs of gray concrete of varying height, some rising as high as thirteen feet, representing the coffins of those individuals murdered in Nazi concentration camps. Some critics dislike that it does not say who killed the Jews, and that it does not have names or dates. Tablet’s reviewer was so appalled, the title of the article was “Blow Up the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe.” I agree that the monument is inadequate, but the same would be true of any monument. No stone marker or museum can ever replace six million souls. Anything the Germans do will be inadequate. Still, I thought the monument’s location—right at the locus of German government power—impressive, and that it was located near the Bundestag at the very heart of the German federal government was an important reminder to Germans that the Holocaust was carried out by their elected government, and with the full participation of the people. I pointed out this proximity to my children amid their protests that it was still inadequate.

			Under the memorial is a small, but powerful, museum that provides a concise history of the Holocaust. Even my skeptical children were impressed with the power of the small museum. One picture in particular left us numb. It was of a little girl, about five years of age, who had just stepped off the train in Auschwitz. It was bitterly cold around her, and she had no shoes. Yet she was playing with something in her hands, oblivious to the horror that surrounded her. No doubt she was dead less than an hour after the picture was taken, her lungs filled with poison gas. As a father, my compassion went out to this Jewish girl, and I thought of the magnitude of her parents’ pain, unable to protect her little feet from the frost, unable to fill her tiny stomach with any kind of food, and unable to protect her from the monsters they knew would devour her in so short a time.

			I hated those who had tortured that little girl. I hated them with every fiber of my being. I felt a mixture of sadness and anger, rage at the very people who had put up the memorial to take a measure of responsibility for the actions of an earlier generation. My children shared this reaction of revulsion and pity. Of all the experiences that made them shudder through our painful Holocaust holiday, it was the plight of the children that affected them the most.

			Outside Germany, the memorials say German Nazis, or make reference to German Fascism. The better ones identify the victims as Jews. In Germany, they refer to Nazis as if someone came from planet Nazi and imposed their will on the German people and then left. Or as some inexplicable collective madness that afflicted their grandfathers. Just to be clear: It was the Germans who comprised the Nazi Party and its apparatus that perpetrated the Holocaust. It was the German people, who in their tens of millions, served, as Jonah Goldhagen so eloquently put it in his book of the same name, as “Hitler’s Willing Executioners.”

			Still, I believe that we do not visit the sins of the fathers upon the sons. Only the people at the time were responsible.

			Berlin has many Holocaust memorials. Track 17 in the Wilmersdorf district commemorates the more than fifty thousand Jews deported from Grunewald Station. Beside the tracks, there are plaques listing every transport between 1941 and 1945, the number of people, and their destination. Bebelplatz, as I mentioned above, is the site of the May 10, 1933, book burnings. A monument at Rosenstrasse 2/4 pays tribute to the protests of non-Jewish women whose Jewish husbands were taken away. The Deserted Room at Koppenplatz contains an overturned bronze chair to remember those Jews taken on Kristallnacht. At Grosse Hamburger Strasse 15/16, the Missing House—an empty space between two buildings—lists the names of former residents of the house (some of whom were Jews) that stood there before being destroyed in the war. Even the Israeli Embassy has a memorial—six stone pillars at the entrance to symbolize the six million Jews murdered in the Holocaust. I wished we’d had the time to visit all of these sites.
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