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Session 12: The Aftermath:  “the debt of memory and survival 
is passed forward….” 
      Professor Michael Dobkowski 
      in a congratulatory letter after the birth of  
      Israel Goldwasser Wortman May 22, 2008 
 
 
Between 250,000 and 300,000 Jews survive German concentration camps.  About 6 million Jews had 
perished.  Approximately 1.6 Million non-incarcerated European Jews also survived.  During the period 
1945-1950 Jews emigrated from Europe en masse:  142,000 to Palestine/Israel, 72,000 to the U.S.; 16,000 
to Canada; 8000 to Belgium and about 10,000 to other countries. 
 
I. The Aftermath :  Morris Wortman, M.D. 

 
 
A. DISPLACED PERSONS (DP) CAMPS 

 
“There our troops found sights, sounds and stenches horrible beyond belief, cruelties so enormous as to 
be incomprehensible to the normal mind.” 
 

--Colonel William W. Quinn of the U.S. 7th Army 
 
“I never dreamed that such cruelty, bestiality, and savagery could really exist in this world.” 
 

--General Dwight D. Eisenhower 
Supreme Allied Commander 

  
The first major camp, Majdanek, to be discovered was by the Soviets on July 23, 1944.  They went on to 
liberate Auschwitz on January 27, 1945.  The Americans liberated Buchenwald on April 11, 1945.  One of 
the oldest camps in the Nazi system, Buchenwald held more than 238,000 prisoners during its 8 years of 
operation; of whom 43,000 were killed or died.  Bergen-Belsen was liberated by the British on April 15, 
1945 where the British discovered 13,000 corpses and 58,000 prisoners (mostly Jewish).  Other camps 
were “discovered” while others simply destroyed by the Nazis prior to the end of the war.   
 
On May 5, 1945 American troops reached Mauthausen concentration camp in Austria.  Few were alive at 
Mauthausen, a camp that once contained 200,000 prisoners and whose death toll was 119,000, including 
over 38,000 Jews. 

 
 

  Dachau  Americans  April 29, 1945 
  Ravensbruck Soviets   April 29, 1945 
  Mauthausen  Americans  May 5, 1945 
  Theresienstadt Soviets   May 8, 1945 
  Treblinka destroyed by Nazis  1943 
  Sobibor  destroyed by Nazis  1943 
  Belzec  destroyed by Nazis    1943 
  Bergen-Belsen British   April 15, 1945 
  Neuengamme British   April 1945 
 
   
At the time Auschwitz, the largest extermination and concentration camp, was discovered most of the 
prisoners had already been removed leaving about 7,000 inmates among which were 180 children--the 
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subjects of Nazi medical experiments. The Nazis had already forced the majority of Auschwitz prisoners on 
“death marches” westward.  The Soviets discovered abundant evidence of mass murder in Auschwitz 
including hundreds of thousands of men’s suits, more than 800,000 women’s outfits and more than 7 tons 
of human hair. 
 
Sixty-thousand prisoners were discovered at Bergen-Belsen by the British 11th Armoured Division.  There 
were 13,000 corpses that lay unburied.  Over the next few weeks 10,000 succumbed to typhus. 
 
Liberators confronted unspeakable conditions in every Nazi camp they uncovered.  Only after the liberation 
of these camps was the full scope of Nazi atrocities exposed to the world.  The small percentage of inmates 
who survived resembled skeletons.  Many were so weak they could hardly be moved and many succumbed 
to infectious diseases and the end-stages of malnutrition in the weeks and months following their liberation.  
Survivors faced a daunting road to “recovery.” 
 
Following Nazi Germany’s surrender on May 8, 1945 some 11 million Europeans were displaced from 
their home countries.  By the end of 1945 six of the eleven million DPs had gone back to their native lands.  
Between 1.5 – 2 Million refused repatriation because of a very real fear of continued persecution.  Among 
those that refused repatriation were: 
 

�  Ethnic or religious groups likely to be persecuted in their countries of origin.  These included Jews 
(Sh’erit ha-Pletah) and others. 

 
�  Poles and some Czechs—who feared persecution by the communist regimes installed in their 

home countries by the Soviets Army. 
 

�  Estonian, Lithuanians and Latvians, whose homelands had been invaded in 1940 by the Soviet 
Union and remained occupied after the war. 

 
�  Croatians and Slovenians, and some Serbs who feared persecution by Tito’s regime. 

 
�  Individuals who wanted to avoid living under communism. 

As Germany and Austria came under Allied military administration the commanders assumed 
responsibility for the safety and disposition of all displaced persons. The vast majority of non-Jewish DPs 
were repatriated in a matter of months. General Patton, who initially served as the military commander for 
the DP camps, was intent on repatriating Jewish survivors to the countries from which they had been 
deported; largely Poles. This plan was abandoned, meeting with resistance both from the refugees 
themselves and civilian American authorities. 

For the 250,000 Jews who survived the Shoah, returning home was scarcely an option.  Their families had 
been destroyed, their property seized and their homes already occupied.  Oftentimes, former neighbors who 
had been entrusted with family valuables welcomed their old neighbors with “I didn’t think you were 
alive.” 
 
In other instances where Jews tried to return to their homes their arrival often met with a bloody result.  In 
postwar Poland, for instance, there were a number of pogroms; among them Cracow on August 20, 1945, 
Sosnowiec October 25, 1945 and Lublin November 19, 1945.  The largest and most famous, however, was 
in Kielce on July 4, 1946, when Polish rioters killed at least 42 Jews and beat many others.  Until the 
Kielce Pogrom many Jews still considered immigrating back to Poland.  That all changed dramatically after 
the Kielce slaughter when Jews no longer believed that they could be safe in Poland.  Despite a large 
militia and army presence in the town of Kielce, Jews had been murdered there is cold blood and in public 
for a period of more than 5 hours.  Prior to the Kielce Pogrom some 50,000 Jews passed through the Polish 
border illegally.  Immediately following the Pogrom about 20,000 Jews decided to leave Poland; another 
10,000 left the following month in August and 12,000 left in September 1946. 
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It is estimated that 2000 Jews were killed in post-war Poland between 1945 and 1947.  Some have referred 
to the Polish treatment of Jews as the “ holocaust after the holocaust.” 

In Hungary the anti-Semitic outbursts were not as bloody as in Poland, but here also, there were tragic 
incidents. The character of post-war Hungarian anti-Semitism differed from Polish anti-Semitism.  
Nonetheless there were a series of small scale pogroms in Hungary as well.  Romania was intensely anti-
Semitic.   Many Jews were forced to illegally immigrate to Palestine. 

And so with good reason, many Jewish survivors feared return to their native lands.  For most Jews they 
were “liberated” but far from free.  Many migrated westward to other European territories liberated by the 
Western Allies. There were hundreds of refugee camps and displaced persons (DP) camps such as Bergen-
Belsen in Germany.  The DP camps were administered by the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation 
Administration (UNRRA) and the occupying armies of the U.S., Great Britain, and France.  All totaled, 
there were hundreds of DP facilities in Germany, Austria, Italy and other European countries by the end of 
1945.  One camp was even set up in Guananjuato, Mexico. 

 

In general, Jews were assigned to DP camps situated in former labor or concentration camps.  From 1945-
1952 more than 250,000 Jewish displaced persons lived in camps and urban centers in Germany, Austria 
and Italy.  Among the major problems faced by the Jewish DPs were the problems of daily life, Zionism 
and emigration. 
 
Initially, these camps did not separate Jews from their former persecutors—creating many dangerous 
struggles within the camps.  Even in the mixed camps Jews who were healthy enough, began the process of 
rehabilitating their lives.  In June 1945 displaced Jews at Buchenwald, Germany established Kibbutz 
Buchenwald, an agricultural training center designed to help young Jews succeed at kibbutz (communal) 
life; an important skill many would later use when they immigrated to Palestine. 
 



The Two-Thousand Year Road to the Holocaust 
Session 12: The Aftermath:   
The Debt of Memory and Survival is Passed Forward 

Wortman, Sciolino, Appelbaum 
 
4 

But to be clear, the initial conditions at the DP camps were dismal and offered only a moderate 
improvement for Jews.  Major Irving Heymont, the U.S. Military Commander of the Landsberg DP Camp, 
wrote the following: 
  

“The camp is filthy beyond description.  Sanitation is virtually unknown.  Words fail me when I try 
to think of an adequate description…The army units we relieved obviously did nothing more than 
insure that rations were delivered to the camp.   With a few exceptions, the people of the camp 
themselves appear demoralized beyond hope of rehabilitation.  They appear to be beaten both 
spiritually and physically, with no hopes or incentives for the future...” 

 
In a second letter Major Heymont wrote 
 

“The iron fence around the kaserne had been increased in height by the liberal use of barbed 
wire.  The outside perimeter is patrolled by armed soldiers from the battalion.  A soldier and a 
member of the camp police are stationed at the entrance gate. I learned that the people of the 
camp are permitted to leave only when they have a written pass.  I saw large numbers of DPs 
lolling along the fence and watching the Germans walking freely along the opposite street.” 
 

Eventually, through the efforts of Rabbi Judah Nadich and Rabbi Abraman Klausner the first Jewish DP 
camp was created in Feldafing, Germany on the grounds of the Reichsschule Feldafing, an elite school for 
Hitlerjugend.  Following the creation of the Feldafing camp as a Jewish “safe-haven” Landsberg and 
Foehrenwald were established as “Jewish camps.”   
 
Life in the Jewish DP camps was a study in the ability of Jewish survivors to organize and prepare for the 
rest of their lives.   
 
The Feldafing camp, along with other Jewish DP camps, formed their own ‘camp’ government with an 
elected Jewish Camp Committee.  The camp provided secular elementary and high school systems.  The 
religious community founded several schools including a Talmud Torah, yeshiva, Bet Medrash Lita and 
Bet Medrash Ungarn. A rabbinical council was founded along with a vocational training school and a 
nursing school.  The camp detainees provided an evening school and a library.  As health was restored to 
the refugees other projects emerged including the publication of several newspapers including Dos Fraje 
Wort (The Free World) and Dos Jiddishe Wort (The Jewish Word) in addition to supplementary magazines 
such as Feldafinger Magazin. Theatre troupes such as the “Partisans” and “Habima” entertained and an 
orchestra was organized.  Jewish camps even formed their own sports teams and held inter-camp 
competitions.  A criminal and civil court system was operational and, in fact, the Feldafing court helped 
investigate perpetrators of the 1946 Kielce Pogrom. In 1946, about 4,000 Jews lived at Feldafing and by 
Passover 1951 less than 1600. Feldafing closed in March 1953. 
 

 
Helen and Israel Wortman (1946 Feldafing).  Lola Kaplan (far right)   
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�
Group portrait of the wedding parties at a double ceremony in the Feldafing DP camp.  USHMM 
(10129), courtesy of Alexander Ferson. 
 

Foehrenwald was one of the largest Jewish DP centers in the American zone and third largest after 
Landsberg and Feldafing.  It was the center of orthodoxy. In the early years it had a population of over 
4,000.  By January 1945 the population swelled to 5,300. 

Weddings were a frequent occurrence in the camps as many survivors looked to rebuild their lives after 
having lost their loved ones.  Within 15 months of its opening there were 200 women pregnant 
(simultaneously) in Foehrenwald! Feldafing, Foehrenwald and Landsberg had the highest birth rates in the 
world! In addition to yeshivas and other educational institutions there was a police force, fire brigade, 
youth home, disciplinary commission, post office and a hospital. There was a court system-- “courts of 
honor”--that had only a moral and advisory role.  Foehrenwald even published a weekly newspaper – 
Bamidbar. 

Despite the improved conditions the refugees found themselves in provisional, sparse quarters under 
military guard and soon spoke up against the ironic nature of their liberation, invoking an oft-repeated 
slogan "From Dachau to Feldafing." 

Working committees were established in each camp, and on July 1, 1945 the committees met for a 
founding session of a federation for Jewish DP camp committees in Feldafing. The session also included 
representative of the Jewish Brigade the Allied military administration. It resulted in the formation of a 
provisional council and an executive committee. 
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In July 1945, events involving two prominent American officials profoundly affected the future of the 
Sh'erit ha-Pletah (The Surviving Remnant). 

 

 

  

 

Abraham Klausner—American Army Jewish Chaplain 

The first event involved General George Patton, acting as military governor in southern Germany, decided 
that the entire Munich area was to be cleared to DPs with an eye toward repatriating them to their country 
of origin.  Joseph Dunner, an American officer and former professor of political science, protested the 
order.  Patton had sent 90 trucks of the Third Army to Buchberg intent on transporting refugees.  The DPs 
refused to move citing Dunner’s protest.  Word of Patton’s order and other anti-Semitic remarks made their 
way up the chain of command resulting in his being relieved of his command.  Patton died shortly 
thereafter in an automobile accident. 

The other event involved Earl Harrison who had been sent by President Truman to investigate conditions in 
the DP camps.  In all, Harrison visited some 30 DP camps.  His report to Truman contained a grim 
evaluation:  “Beyond knowing that they are no longer in danger of the gas chambers, torture and other 
forms of violent death,” he wrote, the Jewish DPs still experienced horrific conditions begging the question  
“ what [does] liberation mean[s]?”   

Harrison’s report noted the squalid living conditions of the Jewish DPs who continued to live behind 
barbed-wire fences in crowded, unsanitary and grim conditions.  Many DPs continued to wear their 
concentration camp garb and though their conditions were an improvement over the Nazi camps they 
continued to live under inhumane conditions. 

Sh’erit ha-Pletah was the name given to the largest survivor organization of Jewish displaced 
persons.  Sh'erit ha-Pletah, a Hebrew term of biblical origin, means "Surviving Remnant." The 
term was derived from the books of Chronicles, Ezra, and Nechemia and it referenced the Jews 
who remained in Israel after the destruction of the ancient Temple in Jerusalem. 

In June 1945 Abraham Klausner, an American Army Jewish chaplain, compiled the first list of 
survivors and chose the term as its title.  As the 25,000-name list expanded into a six-volume 
registry of Jewish DPs, the name Sh’erit ha-Pletah gained wide acceptance.  When elected 
delegated of survivors met in Munich in February 1946, they identified themselves as the 
Congress of Sh’erit ha-Pletah. 
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Bolstered by support from Harrison and Patton's frustrated attempts at forcing a solution upon them, the 
various camp committees convened a conference for the entire Sh'erit ha-Pletah on July 25, 1945 at the St. 
Ottilien. The delegates passed a fourteen-point program that established a broad mandate, including the 
establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine with UN recognition, compensation to victims, participation in 
the trials against Nazi war criminals, archival of historical records, and full autonomy for the committees. 

As it turned out, the American and British sectors developed independent organization structures. The 
center for the British sector in Germany was at the Bergen-Belsen where Joseph Rosensaft had been 
instrumental in establishing what became the Central Committee for Displaced Persons in the British Zone.  
Samuel Gringauz and others led to the formation of the Central Committee for the Liberated Jews which 
was to establish its office in the former Deutsches Museum and then in Sieberstrasse 3 in Munich.     

B. ASSISTANCE 

A considerable number of organizations worked to assist the Jewish displaced persons. 

The War Refugee Board (WRB) 

As information about the murder of Jews, the role of Auschwitz and the Hungarian Action 
circulated on both sides of the Atlantic President Franklin D. Roosevelt established the War 
Refugee Board in January 1944.  The WRB had been established in response to a report originally 
entitled “On the Acquiescence of This Government in the Murder of the Jews” by then Secretary 
of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau, Jr., whose father had witnessed the Armenian genocide.  The 
WRB was charged with rescuing “the victims of enemy oppression who are in imminent danger of 
death and otherwise to afford such victims all possible relief and assistance consistent with the 
successful prosecution of the war.” This was the first concrete step the U.S. had taken to help the 
Jews who were being killed in Germany's “Final Solution” of the “Jewish Question.” And it would 
make a real difference. It should be noted that Morgenthau’s report accused the State Department 
of using government machinery to actually “prevent the rescue of Jews.”  It ended by highlighting 
Assistant Secretary of State Breckinridge Long’s role in the Department’s policy, saying “[if] men 
of the temperament and philosophy of Long continue in control of immigration administration, we 
may as well take down that plaque from the Statue of Liberty and black out the ‘lamp beside the 
golden door.’ ” Within two days of receiving the report on January 13, 1944, Morgenthau urged 
President Roosevelt to set up an independent rescue agency.   Roosevelt quickly agreed. 

In the meantime, Raoul Wallenberg, a 32 year old businessman and a member of prominent 
Swedish family of financiers undertook the job of secretary of the Swedish legation in Budapest.  
He was supported both by Stockholm and the WRB.  For hundreds of thousands of Hungarian 
Jews his appointment came too late, but for the Jews of Budapest there was no time to waste. 

Wallenberg proved to a courageous leader and created “protective passports.”   These new 
identification papers in the Swedish national colors of blue and yellow carried the Swedish three-
crown symbol and were signed by Minister Carl Ivan Danielson, head of the legation.  These 
identification papers put the holder under the protection of the legation until emigration could be 
arranged; the passport claimed security for the bearer. 

Wallenberg established a special department to fabricate the protective passports manned by 
almost four hundred Jews. 

All in all, the War Refugee Board probably helped save the lives of about 200,000 Jews. Its rescue 
efforts included evacuating 15,000 from areas controlled by Germany and its allies and ensuring 
the transfer of 48,000 Jews in Transnistria to safe areas in Rumania. Another 10,000 Jews (and 
probably thousands more) were protected within other parts of Axis Europe by WRB-financed 
underground activities. Additionally, the WRB was instrumental in building the pressures that 
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ended the deportations from Hungary in July of 1944. Ultimately, about 120,000 Jews survived in 
Budapest. But the Board suffered under inadequate funding and lack of cooperation from other 
government agencies. The greatest failing of the WRB is that it didn't come into existence until 
more than a year after the State Department knew of Hitler's plan to kill all the Jews of Europe.   
Even John Pehle, who headed its rescue operations, spoke of the Board's achievements in modest 
terms: “What we did was little enough. It was late.... Late and little, I would say.” 

It is noteworthy that The British government opposed the establishment of the WRB concerned 
that rescued Jews would attempt to enter Palestine and spark further unrest among the Palestinian 
Arab population.  Roosevelt allocated only one million dollars for the WRB’s annual budget—it 
was chronically under funded. It financed actual rescue initiatives by raising funds from American 
Jews, who contributed $17 million, mostly through the U.S.-based Jewish Joint Distribution 
Committee (JDC).  

United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) 

UNRRA was created on November 9, 1943.  It consisted of 44-nations committed to providing 
economic assistance to European nations after WWII and also to repatriate and assist the refugees 
who came under allied command. 

UNRRA assisted in the repatriation of millions of refugees in 1945 and managed hundreds of 
displaced persons camps in Germany, Italy, and Austria during that year. It provided health and 
welfare assistance to the DPs, as well as vocational training and entertainment. It administered the 
work of 23 separate voluntary welfare agencies, including the Joint Distribution Committee, the 
Organization for Rehabilitation through Training (ORT), and the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society 
(HIAS). 

Half the budget of UNRRA came from the U.S. and by 1947 it had run out of funds.  Its work was 
taken over by the International Refugee Organization (IRO) who inherited the care of 643,000 
DPs in 1948. 

The massive and protracted relief efforts caused the agency to run out of funds and in 1947 its tasks 
were taken over by a successor organization, the International Refugee Organization (IRO). The new 
agency inherited the care of 643,000 displaced persons in 1948. 

Organization for Rehabilitation through Training (O RT) 

The ORT--Obschestvo Remeslenovo i. Zemledelcheskovo Trouda (Society for Trades and 
Agricultural Labor)—has its origins to the time of Tsar Alexander II, when leading members of 
Jewish society in  Russia knew that something had to be done to improve the lives of millions of 
Russian Jews that lived in poverty.  In 1880, three Russian Jews—Samuel Poliakov, Horace 
deGunzburg and Nikolai Bakst—petitioned Tsar Alexander II for permission to start an assistance 
fund to provide education and training in various occupations, including handicrafts and 
agriculture, that would allow Russian Jews an opportunity to lift themselves out of poverty and 
live with dignity.  The program proved successful and the Russian authorities created the 
Obschestvo Remeslenovo i. Zemledelcheskovo Trouda (Society for Trades and Agricultural 
Labor) or ORT.   

In the first 25 years, ORT raised educational standards and provided training to 25,000 Jews 
across the Russian Empire—examples included glass-blowers, tailors, gardeners, cabinetmakers, 
furniture designers and mechanics.  

After WWI, ORT went global and opened vocational and agricultural schools throughout Europe 
with headquarters initially in Berlin and then to France and finally to Geneva. 
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During WWII, ORT continued to service Jewish communities.  In the Warsaw Ghetto, German 
authorities gave ORT permission to open vocational training courses.  These courses served as a 
template for similar programs in Lodz and Kovno. 

After the end of WWII the ORT established rehabilitation programs for survivors along with 
vocational training centers that were established in 78 DP Camps assisting nearly 85,000 Jewish 
DPs. 

After the State of Israel was established ORT operations began in Jaffa and Jerusalem 

American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC) 

Founded in 1914 to assist Palestinian Jews caught in the throes of World War I, JDC has aided 
millions of Jews in more than 85 countries. The JDC’s early years began when Henry 
Morgenthau, the U.S. Ambassador to Turkey, sought fifty-thousand dollars to save Palestinian 
Jews, under Ottoman rule, from starvation.   

When World War I ended (1918) the suffering of European and Russian Jews continued as there 
was a rise in anti-Semitic activity.  Hundreds of thousands of Jews perished as a result of pogroms, 
disease and famine.  Those that survived often found themselves homeless while their economic 
and social institutions lay in ruins. 

The JDC helped local Jewish communities establish relief programs and new health and child care 
facilities in Poland and Russia.  The JDC also supported religious, cultural and educational 
institutions in Poland and Russia.  Some 300 locally-operated Eastern European cooperative credit 
unions were created to assist Jewish-owned businesses. 

JDC’s efforts continued throughout WWII and helped 250,000 Jews flee Germany and 125,000 
Jews leave Austria.   

During the war the JDC was able to smuggle packages to sustain Polish and Ukrainian Jews.  
They also smuggled money to assist the Polish-Jewish underground.  The JDC’s efforts extended 
to Shanghai where they organized a relief program for more than 20,000 refugees. 

In the late phases of World War II, the JDC entered liberated areas and organized massive relief 
efforts.  The JDC helped operate retraining programs for Jewish DPs that would enable them earn 
a living while maintaining their cultural and religious activities.   

JDC funding enabled Jewish refugees to leave Europe. A Buenos Aires office assisted survivors in 
reaching South America.  The efforts of the JDC also enabled 115,000 refugees to reach Palestine 
before 1948. 

International Refugee Organization (IRO) 

The IRO was founded on August 20, 1946 and took over many of the function of UNRRHA 
(United National Relief and Rehabilitation Administration).  Its constitution, adopted by the UN 
General Assembly (December 15, 1946), specifically stated that “persons of German ethnic 
origin” who had been expelled, or were to be expelled from their countries of birth into the 
postwar Germany would “not be the concern of the Organization.” Because of disagreements 
between the Soviet Union and Western allies the IRO worked only in areas controlled by Western 
armies of occupation. 
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Eighteen countries made up the membership of the IRO: Australia, Belgium, Canada, China, 
Denmark, the Dominican Republic, France, Guatemala, Iceland, Italy, Luxemburg, the 
Netherlands, New Zealand, Normal, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, the U.S. and Venezuela. 

The Jewish Brigade 

The Jewish Brigade of the British army, which fought under the Zionist flag, was formally 
established in September 1944.  It was the only independent, national Jewish military formation.  
The establishment of the Brigade was the final outcome of prolonged efforts by the yishuv (the 
Jewish settlement in the Land of Israel prior to 1948) and the Zionist movement. It included more 
than 5,000 Jewish volunteers from Palestine organized into three battalions.  They were under the 
command of Brigadier Ernest Benjamin and fought against the Germans in northeast Italy from 
March 1945 until the end of the war on May 8, 1945.  It was there that the Brigade first 
encountered survivors of the Holocaust 

After the German surrender, the Jewish Brigade was stationed along the Italian border with 
Austria and Yugoslavia, and later in Belgium and the Netherlands. Some soldiers from the 
Brigade helped create displaced persons camps for Jewish survivors of the Holocaust. Brigade 
members also became involved in organizing the flight of Jewish refugees from Eastern Europe 
and their clandestine entry into Palestine. Individual soldiers acquired arms for the Haganah, the 
major Jewish underground defense organization in Palestine.  

Skills gained in the Jewish Brigade and in the British army in general was experience that would 
be put to use again during Israel's War of Independence. More than its military value, however, the 
Jewish Brigade served as a symbol of hope for renewed Jewish life in Eretz Israel. The soldiers of 
the Jewish Brigade met with survivors of the Holocaust in Displaced Persons camps, bringing 
them Jewish and Zionist culture. The Jewish Brigade was also instrumental in bringing many of 
the survivors to Palestine, by Bericha and “illegal immigration.”  

 

C. ALIYAH BET (Illegal immigration from 1933-1948)   In modern-day Israel this is also 
referred to as the Ha'apala (Hebrew: ������ ) and B’RICHAH  

With the rise of Nazism and anti-Semitism in the 1930s Jews were forced to leave their homelands.  
Avenues of escape were dwindling as many countries imposed restrictions to immigration.  In Eastern 
Europe, the Revisionists, led by Jabotinsky, promoted small groups of youths to go to Palestine to settle the 
land and defend it against enemies.  In Germany, Nazi persecutions caused some 200,000 Jews to leave for 
Palestine.  The sudden increase in Jewish population led the British to curtain immigration resulting in the 
only method available—“illegal” immigration. 

Spurred by the Zionist dream, the real threat and later the relentlessness of Nazi annihilation, 125,000 
Jewish men, women and children made the perilous journey by sea to Palestine during the period 1938-
1948 despite the many obstacles placed in their way and by the adamant opposition of the British 
government. 

With the Anschluss--the German’s annexation of Austria on March 12, 1938--Nazi policies encouraged 
Jews to leave.  Adolph Eichmann, in fact, berated Jews for not leaving.  Caught between the German’s 
expressed desire to rid herself of the Jews and the fact that there were few countries would accept legal 
Jewish immigration there was only one option available to the Jews—illegal immigration. 

Out of this struggle for survival was born the “illegal” immigration movement known as Aliyah Bet.  
Many Jews, desperate to save their lives voluntarily submitted to traveling in dangerous and hopelessly 
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overcrowded ships.  During 1933-39 many ships set out from ports in Yugoslavia and Romania or down 
the Danube.  Despite what would appear to be long odds for survival the majority of these ships made it to 
Palestine though its inhabitants were often placed in internment camps by the British.  When the war broke 
out in 1939, the ships continued to sail but within months conditions in Europe devolved and Jews were 
increasingly persecuted as more countries fell under Nazi occupation.  In 1942, with the sinking of the 
Struma, this wave of illegal immigration came to a halt.   

But by 1944 the tide of the war had changed and Romania permitted boats carrying Jews to leave again to 
go to Istanbul.  And so the Aliyah Bet movement regained life.  Jews were driven from Eastern Europe.  
They hated the Germans, the Poles and Czechs, the Hungarians and Rumanians, the Austrians, Germans, 
British and in many cases, the Americans.  They had enough of Europe and wanted to get out.  Again, 
Palestine seemed an obvious destination. 

By 1946 it was clear that going “home” was not an option.  After the Kielce Pogrom tens of thousands of 
Jews decided to leave and go west.  This was the beginning of the B’richah (Hebrew word for “escape” or 
“flight”), the name given to the postwar, organized illegal emigration from eastern Europe into Allied-
occupied zones and ultimately to Palestine or Israel.  This clandestine movement of Jews out of Poland 
westward had its roots in a conference organized by young Polish Zionists in Lublin in late 1944, following 
the Soviet liberation of the city.  One of the early leaders was a partisan named Abba Kovner.  Kovner 
helped organize an operation that successfully smuggled thousands of Jews across the Polish borders with 
Czechoslovakia and Hungary and ultimately to DP camps in Austria, Germany and Italy.  Officers of the 
Jewish Brigade assumed control of the operation along with operatives from the Haganah (the clandestine 
Jewish army in Palestine) who worked to smuggle as many displaced persons as possible into Palestine 
through Italy.  The operation was funded by the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee. 

Figures from the B’richah organization suggest that between August 1945 and the end of June 1946 over 
48,000 Jews left Poland in this manner.  After the Kielce Pogrom (July 1946) at least 90,000 more Jews left 
Poland.  The number of Jews that were successfully transferred to DP camps and subsequently Palestine as 
a result of B’richah movement is probably in excess of 150,000.  

In a little known episode after WWII, a small group of American and Canadian sailors participated in an 
operation that transported Holocaust survivors to Palestine—a necessity given the severe restrictions placed 
on Jewish immigration during the British Mandate period.   

All told, a fleet of 60 ramshackle ships transported more than 60,000 survivors between 1946 and 1948.  
Among them were 10 American ships acquired as war surplus from U.S. boneyards and crewed by 250 
volunteer sailors.  Illegal immigration boosted the Jewish population of Palestine by more than 10%. 

Only a handful of ships penetrated British air and sea blockades to prevent arrivals in Palestine.  Upon 
reaching the Palestine Coast, the ships were routinely boarded by the Royal Navy and with one exception 
their passengers were transported to prison camps on Cyprus that had been constructed to house German 
prisoners of war. 

The exception was the “Exodus” an American ship, whose passengers were returned first to France, where 
they refused to disembark, and then to Germany where they were forced off.   The result was a public 
relations nightmare for the British and let to Britain giving up her mandate in Palestine in 1947.  On May 
15, 1948, the British Mandate ended and the creation of the State of Israel was announced. 

Aliyah Bet and B’richah were potent weapons in the fight for Jewish statehood.   It was one of the main 
ways Jews could fight the British.   The image of Britain’s proud warships fighting impoverished Holocaust 
survivors could have only one ending.    Thousands of people were saved before and during the war, and 
thousands more rescued from hopelessness afterwards.  
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These are the Aliyah Bet ships and their dates of voyage 

Name Passengers Arrival Date  

Norsyd/Hagana 2,670 July 1946 

Beauharnois/Wedgewood 1,250 July 1946 

Ulua/Chaim Arlosoroff 1,398 February 1947 

Abril/Ben Hecht 599 March 1947 

Tradewinds/Hatikva (Hope) 1,422 May 1947 

President Warfield/Exodus 4,493 July 1947 

Paducah/Geula (Redemption) 1,385 October 1947 

Northland/Jewish State 2,664 October 1947 

Pan York/Ingathering of Exiles 7,557 December 1947 

Pan Crescent/Independence 7,612 December 1947 

   

Ha'apala (Hebrew: ������ ):  How it worked 

Post-World War II, Ha'apala journeys would typically start in the DP camps and move through one of 
two collection points in the American sector--Bad Reichenhall and Leipheim. From there, the refugees 
would find their way to Mediterranean ports, where ships would attempt to bring them to Palestine. 
More than 70,000 Jews arrived in Palestine using more than 100 boats.  

American sector camps imposed no restrictions on the movements out of the camps, and American, 
French, and Italian officials would often turn a blind eye to the movements. Several UNRRA would act 
as facilitators of the emigration. The British vehemently opposed the movement, placing restrictions on 
movements in and out of their camps and imposing an armed naval blockade to prevent immigrants 
from landing in Palestine. 

Over 100,000 people attempted to illegally enter Palestine in the course of 142 sailings by 120 ships. 
Over half were stopped by the blockade and sent to internment camps on Cyprus (Karaolos near 
Famagusta, Nicosia, Dhekelia, and Xylotumbou), Palestine (the Atlit detention camp), and Mauritius. 
The British held as many as 50,000 prisoners in these camps.  Over 1,600 drowned at sea and a few 
thousand managed to enter the British Mandate of Palestine. 

The pivotal event in the Ha'apala program was the incident of the Exodus 5707 (1947), when British 
methods for stopping immigration got the public eye. The ship was intercepted, attacked, and boarded 
by British navy forces. It was diverted back to Europe, and after significant resistance from its 
passengers, the refugees were once again in Germany. 

The success rate of the Aliyah Bet program was modest when measured in terms of the numbers who 
succeeded in entering Palestine; but it proved to be a unifying force both for the Jewish community in 
Palestine (the Yishuv) and for the Holocaust-survivor refugees in Europe (Sh'erit ha-Pletah). 
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D. WHERE TO GO 

������� �

Palestine 

Britain was one of the four powers that occupied Germany and Austria after the war—it also held the 
Mandate in Palestine.  The question of what to do with the Jewish DPs that refused repatriation was more 
than a mere academic question for the Brits.  The Middle East was both economically and strategically vital 
to the British.  From an economic standpoint the Middle East had vast oil reserves.  From a strategic point 
of view the Middle East secured a land route to India against the threat of Soviet expansion. 

Clearly, by the end of World War II the British government’s interest in the Arab world was more 
significant than helping the Zionists build a homeland.  The British, a crucial part of the Allied power that 
defeated the Axis and thereby saved the lives of many Jews were now the main barrier to Jewish 
immigration to Palestine. 

What ensued was a vicious circle.  The greater number of refugees arriving in the DP camps led to greater 
Zionist activity in organizing illegal immigration to Palestine.  The increased effort and success of illegal 
immigration led to the greater need for His Majesty’s Government to take preventive measures in hopes of 
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halting the influx of Jews and destroying a delicate balance with the Arab nations.  Stricter British methods 
to curb immigration, however, led to an even larger number of Jews piling up in the DP camps. 

Sixty-six illegal immigration sailings were organized during these years, but only a few managed to 
penetrate the British blockade and bring their passengers ashore. In 1947 the British navy rammed the 
Exodus on the high seas and towed it to Haifa where it was the subject of extensive publicity and generated 
great sympathy for the Zionist cause.  The 4500 Exodus passengers were eventually disembarked in 
Hamburg.  The incident caused a shift in world opinion and caused the British to intern illegal immigrants 
thereafter in Cyprus rather than returning them to Europe. 

Overall, 80,000 illegal immigrants reached Palestine during 1945-48.   By 1953 the number of Holocaust 
survivors that streamed into Israel totaled over 170,000. 

 

 

The Exodus awaiting boarding in Haifa harbor 

March 22, 1947 

The Creation of the State of Israel 
 
On November 29, 1947, the United Nations resolved to terminate the British Mandate for Palestine 
and partition Eretz Yisroel into a Jewish and an Arab state.  Although the resolution passed the 
Arabs declared war on the Yishuv, and the War of Independence broke out.  The survivors were a 
key part in the defense of the newly declared Jewish state.  They joined the Haganah, Palmach, 
Lehi and Etzel.  Following the creation of the Israeli Defense Force (IDF) Holocaust survivors 
accounted for almost half of the fighting unit. 
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United States 

In the weeks following the war’s end the U.S. and Britain followed similar principles in managing the large 
number of DPs seeking refuge in their zones of occupation.  DPs were assigned to hastily constructed 
camps and divided according to their country of origin.  This initial policy, in many instances, brought 
together victims of persecution and torture together with their former persecutors and torturers.  It did not 
take long for word to reach the U.S. regarding the condition that Jewish DPs faced.  Abraham Klausner, an 
Army Chaplain, wrote Rabbi Philip Bernstein, then executive director of the committee on army-navy 
religious activity, the following: 

“Six weeks ago they were liberated.  They were taken to a series of camps in the uniform of the 
concentration camp and remained garbed in that infamous outfit.  They are housed in dwelling that are unfit 
for human occupation and are fed in many cases less than they received at the concentration camps.  I do 
not use these words recklessly.” 

Jewish organizations soon approached members of Congress and the Truman administration for an urgent 
appeal for action.  Henry Morgenthau Jr, the U.S. Treasury Secretary, pressured the State Department to 
investigate the situation and suggested Earl Harrison, Dean of the University of Pennsylvania Law School 
and U.S. Delegate to the IGCR (Inter-governmental committee on refugees) to investigate conditions of 
refugees who could not be repatriated—particularly the Jews in Germany and Austria.  On June 22, 1945 
Truman approved of Morgenthau’s recommendation and later that year Harrison’s main recommendations 
were eventually adopted by Truman and became the cornerstone of American policy toward the Jewish 
DPs. 

At the heart of Harrison’s recommendations was the transfer of 100,000 Jewish DPs to Palestine.  Harrison 
wrote that Jews “want to be evacuated to Palestine now, just as other national groups are being repatriated 
to their homes.”   

In December 1945, President Truman issued a directive that loosened quota restriction on immigrants 
displaced by the Nazi regime.  More than 41,000 DPs including 28,000 Jews were allowed into this 
country.  In 1948 the U.S. Congress passed the Displaced Persons Act which provided 400,000 U.S. 
immigration visas for displaced persons between January 1, 1949 and December 31, 1952.  Of these 68,000 
were Jews. 

Almost all DPs came over on one of hundreds of vessels that regularly crossed the ocean between 1946 and 
1953, carrying thousands of Holocaust survivors to American shores.  The names of these boats—Marine 
Flasher, Marine Perch, Uruguay, General Gordon and General Ballou—mean nothing to us but their hulls 
carried the hopes and fears of those who would come and begin their lives again.  Some boats were filled 
almost entirely with Jewish DPs.  In instances where boats were “mixed” there was little interaction 
between Jews and Christians as many doubts and suspicions lingered—trust, if it was ever to come, would 
have to wait. 

Almost every survivor who came to this country could tell you, often with tear-filled eyes, their first 
reaction to seeing the Statue of Liberty.  For my parents that day was November 29, 1947—the day the 
United Nations voted on a two-state solution for Palestine--United Nations General Assembly Resolution 
181. My mom was 37 and dad was 39 years old. 
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POSTWAR JEWISH IMMIGRATION TO THE UNITED STATES:  MAY 1945 – JUNE 1953 

Date  Total  DPs  Non-DPs  NYC Area Elsewhere 

1945 (May-Dec) 4,000      2,800  1,200 

1946  15,535      10,870  4,665 

1947  25,885      18,116  7,769 

1948  15,982      11,187  4,795 

1949  37,700  31,381  6,319  20,571  17,129 

1950  14,139  10,245  3,894   8,861   5,278 

1951  16,973  13,580  3,393   8,416   8,557 

1952   7,236   3,508  3,728   4,307   2,929 

1953   2,383    765  1,618   1,571      812 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

TOTAL: 139,833  59,479  18,952  86,699 (63%) 53,134 (57%) 

  

Canada  

During the Holocaust Canada admitted only about 5,000 Jews—one of the poorest records of any of the 
countries receiving refugees.  In 1947 the Canadian government issued the Order in Council #1647 
allowing one-thousand Jewish warm orphans to enter Canada.  A year later, in 1948, immigration policies 
were further liberalized as workers were needed for the booming post-war economy.   

The Canadian Jewish Council (CJC) worked to bring DPs to Canada and between 1941 and 1951 over 16 
thousand Jews immigrated to the country.  Between 1946 and 1960 some 46,000 Jewish immigrants were 
admitted to Canada.  By 1990 Holocaust survivors and their descendents made up 8% of the U.S. Jewish 
population while, in Canada, they constituted 30-40% of the Jewish community. 

 

E. ESTABLISHING A NEW LIFE 

1) America 

An estimated 140,000 Jewish Holocaust survivors came to the United States in the years immediately 
following WWII.  At a time when tolerance, kindness, compassion and human rights were absent from our 
lexicon it was beshert (Yiddish word for predestined) that these men, women and children who were 
catapulted into a world without meaning and rules would create a world to which they would impart 
meaning while honoring the rules of human decency.   
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That these survivors, Sh'erit ha-Pletah, lived to tell their tale was often a matter of chance; that they 
succeeded in rebuilding their lives on American soil was not. 

The portrait of the survivor is a complex tapestry.  There were those who survived as chronically depressed, 
anxious and fearful individuals—but not many.  Instead, the catastrophe that befell European Jewry 
conferred upon the survivors a unique responsibility---to bear witness to what they saw and endured.  Some 
wrote books, others taught classes, built museums or became involved in business, government and 
everyday life.  Regardless of how they spent their lives the war became seared into the fabric of their 
existence; their soul.  The milchoma (the war) would remain for them for the rest of their days even as they 
sought ways to overcome its most shattering effects. 

Long before the survivors knew of Dr. Emil Ludwig Fackenheim (1916-2003) they understood the 
importance of what he would later codify as the 614th mitzvoth (commandment)—to not allow Hitler a 
posthumous victory. 

These Jewish refugees that landed on American soil couldn’t afford the $225 dollar fare for the trip; they 
relief on the generosity of strangers.  They came over on the Ernie Pyle, a refurbished army transport 
vessel, one of hundreds that regularly crossed the ocean between 1946 and 1953, carrying thousands of 
survivors to American shores.  The names of these boats—Marine Flasher, Marine Perch, Uruguay, 
General Gordon and General Ballou—wouldn’t mean anything to the average American, but to survivors 
these boats were cause for hope, fear, fondness, panic and solace.  Thomas Lantos, the only survivor to 
serve in the U.S. House of Representatives was 19 when he ate his first meal on Marine Falcon.  He was 19 
yeas old and afraid of appearing greedy when offered a basket of bananas and oranges.  He asked which 
one he could eat when an American sailor told him “Man, you eat all the goddamn oranges and all the 
goddamn bananas you want.”  Then, he said, “I knew I was in paradise.” 

Most of the survivors that came to this country did so after June 1948 when President Truman signed into 
law a bill allowing 205,000 refugees to enter the U.S.   Three years had passed since the end of the war but 
the survivors refused to descend into nihilism.  With no country to return to the survivors settled down in 
the camps where they waited for affidavits to be sent from other countries.  As already noted they set up 
schools, clubs, organizations and published newspapers.  Musicians played, actors renewed their craft, 
political movements were born, there were many chasinas (weddings) and for a while the highest birth rate 
in the world.  If the refugees were passive or selfish this could never have been achieved.    

Most of those who entered this country were between the ages of 17 and 39 years of age; not surprising 
given that these men and women were most likely to survive the camps.  By the time they made their 
overseas journey they were able to pass the physical examination required by the American government.  
There is little written about the individual journeys the welcomes the survivors received when they landed 
here. One ship that entered New York’s harbor was the General Black.  Its manifest included the first group 
of people granted visas under the 1948 DP Act.  A report issued by the U.S. Displaced Persons 
Commission noted that the harbor welcome was not unlike ones seen for super liners carrying American 
GIs back home.  An Army tugboat sailed around the ship with a banner reading “Welcome to America.”  
The U.S. Attorney General greeted the refugees and stated:  “The President greets you as the Pilgrims of 
1948 entering this historic gateway, as did the Pilgrims of 1620.”  One can only imagine how they felt; if 
they understood. 

Not all refugees came to New York; though it was the most common port entry.  Others included San 
Francisco, New Orleans, Boston, Galveston and Baltimore.  Some 15,000 Jews survived the war in 
Shanghai under Japanese occupation--after the war most immigrated to San Francisco.   

Once they’d passed through customs, the immigrants were greeted by groups of people concerned with 
their welfare.  Those that had relatives or friends were dispatched while the rest faced more trying 
circumstances.  There were a variety of Jewish organizations including the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society 
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(HIAS), the National Council of Jewish Women (NCJW) and the United Service for New Americans 
(USNA).   

Who among us is able to imagine the challenges faced by survivors as they spent their first weeks in this 
country?  The words “post-traumatic stress disorders (PTSD)” hadn’t been invented.  How are we, who live 
in a country where it is impermissible for schoolteachers to physically discipline a child to imagine a 
mother’s horror at the site of her baby thrown against a street curb, a husband shot in the back of his head 
or a wife being “selected” to a different line at the camps?  How does one cope with the unbearable loss of 
an entire family?  Most didn’t speak English yet they had to learn this new language and manage to 
circumnavigate the complex bureaucracies of some of the busiest cities in the country.  There was no time 
for psychotherapy and there were few that would listen, anyway.  American Jews didn’t want to hear of the 
losses borne by their European counterparts.  Angie Suss-Paul once told me of her arrival to America and 
how she was urged not to speak of “it” but to “move on” with her life.  There was little time and much to 
accomplish.  Older Jews had greater difficulty in learning the new language.  They soon learned that there 
European customs were different form their American counterparts.  They had to secure jobs, dwellings 
and bare essentials. 

Terrence Des Pres, author of The Survivor, wrote “Survivors are proof that the desire to live returns.”  
Many Jews felt that to succumb into despair was to give Hitler yet another posthumous victory.  Although 
there are always dangers in describing the survivor population with broad generalizations they were men, 
women determined to start life anew, to raise children and live decent lives.  In the address to the United 
Jewish Appeal in 1973 shortly after the Yom Kippur War, Eli Wiesel stated: 

“We owe it to our past not to lose hope….We must show our children that three thousand years of 
history cannot end with an act of despair on our past…Do not permit the enemy to rob us of our 
job and our hope: to give up would be his victory and he does not deserve it.” 

About two-thirds of survivors remained in the New York metropolitan area.  Many settled in smaller 
communities across the U.S.  Those who opted for New York likely had an easier time adapting to 
American culture.  There were many synagogues, Talmud torahs, yeshivas and even fraternal organizations 
that helped incorporate landsmen (Yiddish term for “someone from my land,” i.e. “homeboy”) into 
mainstream life.  Living in New York also meant easy access to kosher food, kosher restaurants, and 
incorporation in to Jewish “neighborhoods.”  Some of the neighborhoods are well-known even today and 
include Manhattan’s Upper West Side, Washington Heights, the Lower East Side; Brooklyn’s Borough 
Park,  Crown Heights, Brownsville, and East New York (where I spent my early years).  In a sense many 
survivors who settled in New York adapted as much as “necessary.”  Most continued to speak Yiddish to 
their friends and family and quickly organized their own social scenes.   

It is beyond the scope of this short chapter to describe the various types of relief that was made available to 
survivors.  The National Council of Jewish Women (NCJW) was very active with 115 local sections 
throughout the country.  They helped the new immigrants find housing, provided them with donated 
furniture and arranged for English classes.  The New York Association for New Arrives (NYANA) assisted 
refugees with child care, vocational services and business loans.  They also provided social workers to help 
them adapt to their new environment. 

Of great concern to all—survivors and their American counterparts—were the children.  Many yeshivas 
provided education for free or at a small fraction of the normal cost.  The yeshivas were typically under-
funded and often staffed by survivors who couldn’t transfer their skills from their country of origin.  
Summer was a special time for the children of survivors; many went to Hebrew camps in the Catskills and 
Bear Mountain.  For them this was the “country.”  It is reasonable to say that the children of survivors grew 
up in the shadows of the Holocaust.  Some children heard “too much…..too soon” while others were afraid 
of ask about a subject that was unspeakable.  If the survivors referred to their selves as Sh’erit ha-Pletah 
their children were uniformly seen as seeds to take root in a new land and to be given an opportunity to live 
and prosper.  There has been a great deal written about the children of survivors—more than has been 
written about the survivors themselves.   
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All said, what emerged from Europe is a portrait of a surprisingly successful and normal community.  Their 
family lives were surprisingly stable as were their professional and work lives.  Many survivors did well in 
this country and in this community—they are both a testament and proof of the human potential for 
regeneration.   

2) Palestine 

Background of Jewish Immigration to Palestine 

In the late 1800s, Austrian-Jewish leader Nathan Birnbaum led a Jewish nationalist group known as 
Hovevei Tziyon (Lovers of Zion).  He is credited for introducing the term Zionism in 1893. 

The notion of a Jewish state was described in 1896 by Theodore Herzl.  In biblical terms aliyah, means 
“ascent” since in ancient times Jerusalem was literally an uphill journey.  In recent times it has generally 
referred to immigration to Israel.  Between 1882 and 1903, about 30,000 Jews immigrated to Palestine 
during the First Aliyah; which doubled the region’s Jewish population.  During that same period of time 
some 500,000 Jews from Eastern Europe and Russia entered the United States. 

The Second Aliyah (1904-1914) saw the immigration of 35,000 Jews who fled Eastern Europe’s relentless 
pogroms.  By 1914, Palestine was home to half a million Arabs and 85,000 Jews. 

On November 2, 1917, shortly after British troops invaded Palestine, a letter from Secretary Arthur James 
Balfour was issued to Lord Rothschild, for transmission to the Zionist Federation which formally 
established a statement of policy by the British government stating that the Crown would “view with 
favour” the establishment in Palestine of “a national home for the Jewish people” on the condition that 
“nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish 
communities in Palestine” or “the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other country.   

By September 1918 the entire region was under British control as established by the newly formed League 
of Nations; Palestine became a British mandate.  The British were left to oversee a Palestine whose 
majority Arab population was not pleased to find that Palestine’s own minority Jewish population was 
increasingly committed to work for the Balfour Declaration’s promised statehood. 

Britain welcomed Jewish immigration to Palestine until May 1921 when Arab-Jewish riots broke out.  The 
British colonial secretary, Winston Churchill issued a White Paper that re-affirmed the Balfour Declaration 
but linked the immigration of the Jews to the capacity to support the land economically. 

By the late 1930s the Jewish and Arab populations had grown along with tensions.  Another White Paper 
was issued in May 1939—just prior to the outbreak of WWII which contained several provisions. 

1. After 10 years the British would set up an independent binational Palestinian state in which 
Jews and Arabs would share power proportionately to their population. 

2. 75,000 Jews would be allowed to immigrate over the next 5 years. 
3. Land purchases by Jews would be sharply curtailed. 

Aliyah Bet and B’richah 

During the war years (1939-45) only about 50,000 Jews were able to enter Palestine; about 16,000 of them 
smuggled in by sea thanks to the efforts of militant Jewish groups who defied British attempts to keep them 
out; this was the so-called Aliyah Bet and became the main form of Jewish immigration to Palestine during 
WWII and the years that followed until independence. 
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Following the liberation in 1945 until the creation of the State of Israel, the B’richah (“flight”), an 
organization of former partisans and ghetto fighters was primarily responsible for smuggling Jews from 
Poland and Eastern Europe to Italian ports from which they traveled to Palestine.  During the 14 years of 
the Aliyah Bet operation over 110,000 Jews immigrated to Palestine. 

Kibbutz galuyot (“Ingathering of Diasporas) 1948-1950 

After Aliyah Bet, the process of numbering or naming individual aliyot ceased, but immigration continued.  
Between 1948 and 1950 over half a million Jews went to Israel fleeing renewed persecution in Eastern 
Europe and increasingly hostile Arab countries. 

 
 
F.  THE POST-WAR TRIALS—INTERNATIONAL MILITARY TRIBUNALS 
 
There was a need to provide justice for crimes against civilian populations.  These crimes were not under 
the jurisdiction of the Geneva and Hague Conventions (focused on relationship between belligerent nations 
and military forces). Therefore, crimes perpetrated against the civilian populations of Poland, Austria, 
Czechoslovakia, Hungary, the Netherlands, Belgium, France, Yugoslavia, and the other countries invaded 
by Germany were punishable under the Hague Conventions. 
 
The Hague convention of 1907 codified protections only with respect to the treatment of  civilian 
populations in an occupied territory. 
 
The crimes committed against German civilians, however, were not specifically covered under any of the 
existing conventions governing conduct during warfare because they were not committed by an invading 
power, but rather by the citizens' own government. This absence of law establishing protections for all 
civilians challenged the Tribunals' ability to hold military and civilian leaders of the Third Reich 
accountable for the war crimes committed against its own civilian population. 
 
In response to this void, the framers of the Military Tribunals used customary international law to establish 
the category of war crimes identified as "crimes against humanity." The Tribunals defined crimes against 
humanity as "murder, enslavement, deportation, and other inhumane acts committed against any civilian 
population, before or during the war; or persecutions on political, racial or religious grounds in connection 
with any crime within the jurisdiction of the Tribunal, whether or not in violation of the domestic law of the 
country where perpetrated." The category of crimes against humanity enabled prosecutors to hold German 
officials accountable for not only the atrocities committed against citizens of other nations but also those 
atrocities visited on Germany's own citizens. 
 
The most famous of these post-war trials were the Nuremberg trials.   

On January 12, 1942, representatives from the nine occupied countries met in London to draft the Inter-
Allied Resolution on German War Crimes.  The three major wartime powers, the United States, Soviet 
Union and Great Britain agreed to a format of punishment for those responsible for war-crimes during 
WWII.  France was also awarded a place on the tribunal.  The legal basis for the trial was established by the 
London Charter, issued on August 8, 1945 and restricted to the trial to punishment of the major war 
criminals of the European Axis countries. The legal basis for the jurisdiction of the court was defined by 
the Instrument of Surrender of Germany, Some 200 German war crime defendants were tried at 
Nuremberg, while 1600 others were tried under the traditional channels of military justice. Because the 
court was limited to violations of the laws of war, it did not have jurisdiction over crimes that took place 
before the outbreak of war on September 1, 1939. 

Nuremberg was chosen as the site for the trials in part because the Palace of Justice was spacious and 
largely undamaged by Allied bombing.  It also included a large prison as part of the complex.  Another 
reason for choosing Nuremberg is that it was considered the ceremonial birthplace of the Nazi party.  It was 
therefore considered to be a fitting place to mark the party’s symbolic demise. 
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On November 20, 1945, U.S. Supreme Court Justice Robert H. Jackson began prosecution at Nuremberg.  
“The most savage and numerous crimes planned and committed by the Nazis were those against the Jews,” 
according to Jackson.  By then Hitler, Heinrich Himmler, Goebbels, Robert Ley escaped trial by 
committing suicide. In the final Judgment, three defendants, Von Papen, Schacht, and Fritzche, were 
acquitted entirely. Eleven others were acquitted of some of the charges against them.   
Rudolph Hess was acquitted of the charges of participating in the Holocaust and other war crimes, but 
convicted of crimes against peace.  He spent his remaining 43 years in Spandau Prison and committed 
suicide in 1987 at the age of 93. Twelve of the defendants were sentenced to death. Bormann was never 
found and Goering committed suicide. The others were hung on October 16, 1946.  

The Nuremberg Trial was the only trial of Nazi war criminals that was conducted by an international 
tribunal. Later, other Nazi war criminals were placed on trial, many in the same court-room where the 
Nuremberg Trial had occurred. Each of these trials, however, was conducted by a single country. Under 
American jurisdiction, 12 more trials were held at Nuremberg from October 1946 to April 1949.  The 
Americans, for example, tried the defendants who had performed cruel medical experiments on prisoners; 
the British tried the men who had run Bergen-Belsen concentration camp.  Indictments against Nazi war 
criminals led to trials in other courts as well.  That said, only a small fraction of the many thousands 
directly involved in war crimes and the Holocaust were every brought to justice.   

The importance of the Nuremberg trials did not rest on the numbers of war criminals brought to justice.  
The aftermath was important for several other reasons.  First, the trials documented much that had 
happened in the form of a public record that continues to bear witness to the Holocaust.  The trials also 
established important principles including: 

That leaders can be held legally responsible for crimes committed in carryout out their 
government’s policies, and  

that individuals cannot simply defend themselves claiming that they had only “followed orders.” 

In the aftermath of the trials, the U.N. adopted a Convention for the Prevention of Crimes of Genocide as 
well as a Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

G. THE RATLINES 

The ratlines were a system of escape routes for Nazis fleeing Europe at the end of WWII; mainly to safe 
havens in Argentina, Paraguay, Brazil land Chile.  Other destinations included the U.S., Canada and Egypt. 

One of the most famous “ratlines” was made famous by the Frederick Forsyth book (and later movie), The 
Odessa File.  Odessa stands for the German phrase Organisation der ehemaligen SS-Angenhörigen which 
translates into “Organization for Former Members of the SS.”  The Odessa network operated out of Buenos 
Aires and its stated purpose was to facilitate secret escape routes, later known as “ratlines” out of Germany 
for hunted Nazi war criminals.   Among the more famous Nazi war criminals who escaped using the 
ratlines were Adolf Eichmann, Franz Stangl, Gustav Wagner, Erich Priebke, Klaus Barbie, Edward 
Roschmann, Aribert Heim, Andrija Artukovi� , Ante Paveli�  and others such as Walter Rauff, Alois 
Brunner and Josef Mengele. 

The Roman ratline—Bishop Hudal 

Catholic Bishop Alois Hudal was rector of the Pontificio Istituto Teutonico Santa Maria dell’Anima in 
Rome, a seminary for Austrian and German priests, and "Spiritual Director of the German People resident 
in Italy.  After the war Hudal ministered to German-speaking prisoners of war that were held at internment 
camps throughout Italy.  In December 1944 the Vatican Secretariat of State appointed Hendal as a 
representative to “visit the German speaking internees in Italy.  Hudal used that position to aid the escape 
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of wanted Nazi war criminals including Franz Stangl, commanding officer of Treblinka, Gustav Wagner, 
commanding office of Sobibor, Alois Brunner, responsible for the Drancy internment camp near Paris and 
Adolph Eichman. 

In his memoirs Hudal said of his actions: “I thank God that He [allowed me] to visit and comfort many 
victims in their prisons and concentration camps and to help them escape with false identity papers.” 

According to Mark Aarons and John Loftus in their book Unholy Trinity, Hudal was the first Catholic 
priest to dedicate himself to establishing escape routes. Aarons and Loftus claim that Hudal provided the 
objects of his charity with money to help them escape, and more importantly with false papers including 
identity documents issued by the Vatican Refugee Organisation (Commissione Pontificia d'Assistenza).  
Although these Vatican papers were not passports they were the beginning of a paper train that could be 
used to obtain DP passports from the International Committee of the Red Cross (IRCC), which in turn 
could be used to apply for visas. 

The Roman Ratline-- San Girolamo   

The major Roman ratline was operated by a small, but influential network of Croatian priests, members of 
the Franciscan order, led by Father Krunoslav Draganovi� .  This sophisticated operation was head-
quartered at the San Girolamo degli Illirici Seminary College in Rome.  The ratline’s initial focus was on 
aiding members of the Croatian fascist movement including its wartime dictator Ante Pavelic. 

The operation of the Draganovi�  ratline was an open secret amongst the intelligence and diplomatic 
community in Rome. As early as August 1945, Allied commanders in Rome were asking questions about 
the use of San Girolamo as a "haven" for Ustashi. A year later, a US State Department report of 12 July 
1946 lists nine war criminals, including Albanians and Montenegrins as well as Croats who enjoyed 
Church support and protection.   

In February 1947 CIC Special Agent Robert Clayton Mudd reported ten members of Pavelic's Ustashi 
cabinet living either in San Girolamo or in the Vatican itself. Mudd had infiltrated an agent into the 
monastery and confirmed that it was "honeycombed with cells of Ustashi operatives" guarded by "armed 
youths". Mudd also reported: 

“ It was further established that these Croats travel back and forth from the Vatican several times 
a week in a car with a chauffeur whose license plate bears the two initials CD, "Corpo 
Diplomatico". It issues forth from the Vatican and discharges its passengers inside the Monastery 
of San Geronimo . Subject to diplomatic immunity it is impossible to stop the car and discover 
who are its passengers.” 

Mudd's conclusion was the following: 

"Draganovic’s sponsorship of these Croat Quislings definitely links him up with the plan of the Vatican to 
shield these ex-Ustashi nationalists until such time as they are able to procure for them the proper 
documents to enable them to go to South America. The Vatican, undoubtedly banking on the strong anti-
Communist feelings of these men, is endeavoring to infiltrate them into South America in any way possible 
to counteract the spread of Red doctrine. It has been reliably reported, for example that Dr. VRANCIC has 
already gone to South America and that Ante Pavelic and General Kren are scheduled for an early 
departure to South America through Spain. All these operations are said to have been negotiated by 
Draganovic because of his influence in the Vatican." 
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The Argentine Connection 

The Italian and Argentinean ratlines have only been confirmed relatively recently, mainly due to research 
in recently declassified archives. Until the work of Aarons and Loftus, and of Uki Goñi (2002), a common 
view was that ex-Nazis themselves, organized in secret networks and ran the escape routes alone--the most 
famous such network is ODESSA (Organisation of former SS members) founded in 1946 according to 
Simon Wiesenthal.  In his 2002 book The Real Odessa Argentine researcher Uki Goñi used new access to 
the country's archives to show that Argentine diplomats and intelligence officers had, with Peron’s support 
strongly encouraged Nazi and Fascist war criminals to make their home in Argentina. According to Goñi 
the Argentines not only collaborated with Draganovi� 's ratline, they set up further ratlines of their own 
running through Scandinavia, Switzerland and Belgium.  According to Paul Manning (1980), "eventually, 
over 10,000 former German military made it to South America along escape routes ODESSA and Deutsche 
Hilfsverein..." 

The American Ratline--“Operation Paperclip”  

In May 1945, after the fall of the Nazi regime, Russian soldiers secured the German atomic research 
laboratories at the prestigious Kaiser Wilhelm Institute outside of Berlin.  This would provide Stalin with 
the foundation of what would soon become a vast Soviet nuclear arsenal. 

Shortly afterward Major-General Hugh Knerr, deputy commander of the US Air Force in Europe, wrote: 
“Occupation of German scientific and industrial establishments has revealed the fact that we have been 
alarmingly backward in many fields of research. If we do not take the opportunity to seize the apparatus 
and the brains that developed it and put the combination back to work promptly, we will remain several 
years behind while we attempt to cover a field already exploited.” 

 
Thus began Operation Paperclip, an operation run by the OSS (Office of Strategic Services), the forerunner 
of the CIA.  Wernher von Braun along with more than 500 others scientists were spirited out of Germany 
from under the noses of the United States’ allies. Its aim was simple--to exploit German scientists, 
equipment, and architectural drawings to aid American research in rocketry and chemical weapons, and to 
deny these resources to the Soviets.   

The scientists included Wernher von Braun and more than 100 of his colleagues who had worked on the V-
2 and other "V" weapons. These personnel and the hardware that came with them formed the backbone of 
the future American space program. 

Many of these scientists would have been unable to obtain State Department approval because of their 
services for Hitler’s Third Reich (many were even classified as war criminals or security threats) and were 
therefore brought through “back channels” into the U.S. without State Department review and approval. 

The majority of the 500 scientists smuggled into this country were deployed to the White Sands Proving 
Ground, New Mexico, Fort Bliss, Texas and Huntsville, Alabama to work on guided missile and ballistic 
missile technology.  These scientists were the very foundation of NASA and the United States ICBM 
program.  Understandably, much of the information surrounding Operation Paperclip is still classified. 
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Wernher von Braun became director of NASA's Marshall Space Flight Center and the chief 
architect of the Saturn V launch vehicle, the superbooster that would propel Americans to the Moon. 

Dr. Wernher Magnus Maximilian Freiherr von Braun (1912-1977) was clearly the most famous “asset” 
obtained by Operation Paperclip.  Von Braun was a member of the Nazi Party and an officer in the SS 
from 1940 to the end of the war.  He became a naturalized U.S. citizen and worked on the American ICBM 
program before joining NASA, where he served as Director.  He is generally regarded as the father of the 
U.S. space program.  Among von Braun’s associates was Arthur Rudolph, chief operations director at 
Nordhausen where 20,000 slave laborers died producing the V-2s.  Others included Kurt Debus, an SS 
officer and rocket launch specialist and Hubertus Strughold later called “the father of space medicine.” 
Strughold oversaw human experiments at Dachau and Auschwitz where inmates were frozen and put into 
low-pressure chambers, often until they died.  All of these men were cleared to work for the U.S.; their 
crimes and backgrounds covered up by a military consumed with winning the Cold War. 

H. CREATION OF THE STATE OF ISRAEL 

The role of the Holocaust in the creation of the State of Israel is a long and complex matter well beyond the 
scope of this book.  Several facts should be noted., however. 

As we already discussed the major form of immigration to Palestine was through the Aliya Bet movement.  
Most of the ships, however, were intercepted by the British resulting in some 50,000 refugees detained in 
Cyprus.  The 1947 incident of the Exodus was a public relations nightmare for the British and world 
opinion had turned against British policies in Palestine.  The report of the Anglo-American Commission of 
Inquiry in January 1946 led President Truman to pressure Britain into admitting 100,000 Jewish refugees 
into Palestine. 

As the crisis escalated, the British government decided to submit the problem of Palestine to the United 
Nations (UN). In a special session, the UN General Assembly voted on November 29, 1947, to partition 
Palestine into two new states, one Jewish and the other Arab. The resolution passed 33 to 13 with 10 
abstentions.   
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At a National Security Council meeting on February 12, 1948 US Secretary of Defense James Forrestal 
expressed concern that any attempt to impose the partition in Palestine would set in motion events that 
would result in the United States being drawn into a military action. 

On March 25, 1948 President Truman recommended a temporary trusteeship and stated that the use of 
force was inconsistent with the UN Charter: 

“This country vigorously supported the plan for partition with economic union recommended by 
the United Nations Special Committee on Palestine and by the General Assembly. We have 
explored every possibility consistent with the basic principles of the Charter for giving effect to 
that solution. Unfortunately, it has become clear that the partition plan cannot be carried out at 
this time by peaceful means. We could not undertake to impose this solution on the people of 
Palestine by the use of American troops, both on Charter grounds and as a matter of national 
policy.” 

The British government had already refused to use force to impose a solution that wasn't acceptable to both 
sides. On March 5, 1948, the United Nations Security Council reached an impasse.  Ultimately Resolution 
181 was never enforced and at the expiration of the British Mandate Period (May 14, 1948) Prime Minister 
Ben-Gurion announced the creation of the state of Israel within the boundaries allotted to it by the partition 
plan. Ben-Gurion, the chairman of the Jewish Agency for Palestine, declared: 

“The Nazi Holocaust, which engulfed millions of Jews in Europe, proved anew the urgency of the 
reestablishment of the Jewish State, which would solve the problem of Jewish homelessness by 
opening the gates to all Jews and lifting the Jewish people to equality in the family of nations.” 

 Ben-Gurion became Israel’s first Prime Minister while Chaim Weitzman served as Israel’s first president.  
The following day, May 15, 1948 President Truman and the United States recognized the State of Israel.  
The Soviet Union soon followed. 

Holocaust survivors were vital Israel’s struggle for statehood.  Survivors from displaced persons camps in 
Europe and from detention camps on Cyprus were welcomed into the Jewish homeland. Many of them 
fought in Israel's War of Independence in 1948 and 1949. 

 

Noted Holocaust historian and author Richard Rubenstein once wrote. 

“We may did on the sands of Palestine, but we will never again accommodate ourselves to your 
good graces or your prejudices.  There may some day be another Massada in which every Jew 
fights to the last man before being overwhelmed by his enemies.  There will never be another 
Auschwitz.  Jews will never again trust in your humanity only to endure the most degrading of 
impersonal deaths.  We have folded our tents.  We will be wanderers no longer.  We will no longer 
live among you.  For better or worse, we are going home.” 

 �

 

 

 



The Two-Thousand Year Road to the Holocaust 
Session 12: The Aftermath:   
The Debt of Memory and Survival is Passed Forward 

Wortman, Sciolino, Appelbaum 
 

26 

 

SUGGESTED READINGS 

David Hogan.  The Holocaust Chronicle:  A History in Words and Pictures.  Lincolnwood, Illinois 2003.  
Publications International. 

Hass, Aron.  The Aftermath:  Living with the Holocaust. 1995 Cambridge University Press 

Brenner, Michael. After the Holocaust:  Rebuilding Jewish Lives in Postwar Germany. 1997 Princeton 
University Press. 

Königseder,  Angelika and Wetzel, Juliane. Waiting for Hope - Jewish Displaced Persons in Post-World 
War II Germany. Evanston, Illinois, 2001. Northwestern University Press.  

Wyman, Mark: DPs: Europe's Displaced Persons, 1945-1951. Ithaca, 1989 and 1998. Cornell University 
Press.  

Barnavi, Eli (Editor): A Historical Atlas of the Jewish People. New York, 1992. Schocken Books.  

Helmreich, William B.  Against All Odds:  Holocaust Survivors and the Successful Lives they Made in 
America.. 1996 Transaction Publishers. 

Königseder, Angelika and  Wetzel, Juliane. "DP Camp 1945-1950: The British Section," in: Erik 
Somers/René Kok (eds.) Jewish Displaced Persons in Camp Bergen-Belsen 1945-1950, Waanders 
Publishers Zwolle 2003, S. 42-55.  

Mankowitz, Zeev W.  “Life between Memory and Hope, The Survivors of the Holocaust in Occupied 
Germany.” Cambridge University Press. 

Reich, Bernard. A Brief History of Israel, 39-40.  

"Aliyah During World War II and its Aftermath", Jewish Virtual Library  

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum - Aliyah Bet  

Exodus1947.com  PBS Documentary Film focusing on the secret American involvement in Aliyah Bet, 
narrated by Morley Safer  

Bauer, Yehuda. Flight and Rescue: B’richah.  Random House; New York, 1970 

Mankowitz, Zeev W.  Life between Memory and Hope: The Survivors of the Holocaust in Occupied 
German.  Cambridge University Press, 2002  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Berihah 

Aarons, Mark and Loftus, John, Unholy Trinity: The Vatican, The Nazis, and the Swiss Bankers, St Martins 
Press 1991 (revised 1998)  

Gitta , Sereny,. Into That Darkness, Picador 1977  



The Two-Thousand Year Road to the Holocaust 
Session 12: The Aftermath:   
The Debt of Memory and Survival is Passed Forward 

Wortman, Sciolino, Appelbaum 
 

27 

Goñi, Uki.  The Real Odessa: Smuggling the Nazis to Perón's Argentina, Granta (revised edition) 2003  

Graham, Robert and  Alvarez, David. Nothing Sacred: Nazi Espionage against the Vatican, 1939-1945, 
London: Frank Cass, 1998.  

Wiesenthal, Simon Justice not Vengeance, George Weidenfeld & Nicolson 1989  

Steinacher, Gerald. The Cape of Last Hope: The Flight of Nazi War Criminals through Italy to South 
America, in: Klaus Eisterer, Günter Bischof (Ed.), Transatlantic Relations. Austria and Latin America in 
the 19th and 20th Century (Transatlantica 1) New Brunswick 2006. 

McGovern, James (1964). Crossbow and Overcast. New York: W. Morrow,  

Ordway, Frederick I., III; Sharpe, Mitchell R (1979). The Rocket Team, Apogee Books Space Series  

Naimark, Norman M (1979). The Russians in Germany; A History of the Soviet Zone of occupation, 1945-
1949. Harvard University Press 

Hunt, Linda (1991). Secret Agenda: The United States Government, Nazi Scientists, and Project Paperclip, 
1945 to 1990. New York: St.Martin's Press 

Ziemke, Earl F (1990). The U.S. Army in the Occupation of Germany 1944-1946. Washington DC: US 
Army  

Cooksley, Peter G (1979). Flying Bomb. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.  

Gimbel, John. "Science Technology and Reparations: Exploitation and Plunder in Postwar Germany" 
Stanford University Press, 1990  

Matthias, Judt and Burghard Ciesla, "Technology Transfer Out of Germany After 1945" Harwood 
Academic Publishers, 1996.  

Lasby, Clarence G., “Project Paperclip: German Scientists and the Cold War" Scribner (February 1975)  

Simpson, Christopher. Blowback: America’s Recruitment of Nazis and Its Effects on the Cold War (New 
York: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1988)  

 



The Two-Thousand Year Road to the Holocaust 
Session 12: The Aftermath:   
The Debt of Memory and Survival is Passed Forward 

Wortman, Sciolino, Appelbaum 
 

28 

 
II.  Acknowledgment of Responsibilities:  Deacon Anthony Sciolino 
 

a. The Roman Catholic Church’s Response to the Shoah 
 

     
 

Scope: When Pope Pius XII died in 1958, he was succeeded by Angelo 
Giuseppe Roncalli, the seventy-six-year-old patriarch of Venice, who took the name 
John XXIII (1958-63).  Perhaps the most beloved pope in all of history, John XXIII 
convened Vatican Council II  (1962-65) and set the Roman Catholic Church on a 
momentous new course, which emphasized, among other things, the role of the laity, the 
collegiality of bishops, the authentic faith and goodness of non-Catholic Christians and 
non-Christians, and the dignity of all human beings.  Though his pontificate lasted less 
than five years, it was instrumental in bringing about significant changes within the 
Church, including the end of its “siege mentality” which began in response to the 
Protestant Reformation and intensified with the French Revolution.   Additionally, for 
the first time in modern history, the Church accommodated itself to progressive cultural 
and social movements ending its long war against “modernity.”  It became less 
authoritarian , less triumphal, less exclusivist, and more open to ecumenism. 

The Church’s failures in relation to the Holocaust caused it to rethink what it 
said, thought, and believed about Jews.  By eliminating from the Good Friday liturgy the 
modifiers “faithless” and “perfidious” as they applied to Jews, for example, it rejected its 
longstanding doctrine of supercessionism, i.e. that Christianity superseded/replaced 
Judaism, and. repudiated its accusation of deicide.  Anti-Judaism and anti-Semitism were 
unequivocally condemned and John Paul II (1978- 2005) in March, 2000 issued a papal 
apology for the Church’s past sins against the Jewish people, terming it an act of 
repentance, using the Hebrew word “teshuva”) 

 
 

 1.  Pope John XXII (1958-63)  and Vatican Council II 
   

a. When Pius XII died in 1958, the 51 cardinals  who met to elect the next Pope were almost 
evenly divided between those who felt the need for a definite break with Pius’ triumphalist 
Church and those in favor of continuing it.  The one finally chosen after a three-day struggle 
supposedly reflected a compromise: Angelo Giuseppe Roncalli, the seventy-six-year-old 
patriarch of Venice,  reputed to be moderate and conciliatory.  Probably no one on either side had 
even an inkling of the revolutionary ideas percolating behind the old man’s peasant face as they 
knelt to pay him homage.  (Bokenkotter, p. 354) 

 
b.  Prior to serving 6 years as archbishop of Venice, Roncalli had served 25 years as a Vatican 
diplomat in Bulgaria, Turkey, and France.  The dominant experience he had had as a priest was of 
the devastation of World War II .  Unlike his predecessor Pius XII  who saw WWII from the 
enclave of Vatican City, Roncalli saw it “up close and personal,” from the perspective of ruined 
cities, refugee centers, and camps.  Roncalli was one of the only Vatican prelates in Europe who, 
as a legate in Bulgaria and in Turkey, provided counterfeit baptismal records to thousands of 
fugitive Jews and actively resisted the Holocaust. 
 
c. According to James Carroll, author of Constantine’s Sword, “The Church’s failure in its 
relation to Adolf Hitler  was only one symptom of the “ecclesiastical cancer” Pope John was 
attempting to treat.  The long tradition of Jew-hatred, on which Hitler had so efficiently built, was 
the malignant tumor that had metastasized in the mystical body (of Christ).  John XXIII had 
instinctively grasped this.  Hence his open-hearted response to the Jewish historian Jules Isaac (in 
June 1960), who traced the Church’s anti-Semitism to the Gospels, and John’s subsequent charge 
(in September 1960) to those preparing for the Vatican Council II  that it take up the Church’s 
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relations with Judaism as a matter of priority.  Hence his elimination from the Good Friday liturgy 
of the modifiers “faithless” and “perfidious” as applied to Jews, an implicit rejection of 
supercessionism.  Hence his greeting to a first Jewish delegation at the Vatican:  “I  
 
 
am Joseph (Giuseppe), your brother” (from Exodus), he said, then came down from his throne to 
sit with them in a simple chair.  (Carroll, p. 550) 

 
d. Though his pontificate was destined to be one of the shortest in modern history (only four years 
and seven months), it was undoubtedly one of the most important and, in fact, really amounted to 
a revolution that brought to an end the Tridentine Era  of the Church and the whole siege 
mentality* characteristic of the Roman Catholic Church since the Council of Trent (1545-63), 
convened to respond to the Protestant Reformation. (Bokenkotter, p. 355)  “As unforgettable as his 
person was,”  Hans Kung, a noted Catholic theologian, wrote of Pope John, “what he achieved for 
the Catholic Church was unforgettable too.  In five years he renewed the Catholic Church more 
than his predecessors had in five hundred years…Only with John did the Middle Ages come to an 
end in the Catholic Church.” 

 
*In reaction to the Protestant Reformation, a defensive Catholicism adopted the 

attitude that sinless in itself, “the Church as such”  had no need for reformation.   
 

e.  In January, 1959, John XXIII announced his intention of calling an ecumenical council, the first 
since Vatican Council I (1869-70), which among other things, defined the dogma of papal 
primacy and infallibility , confirmed the Syllabus of Errors, condemned modernity, and 
reinforced the Church as a triumphal , ultramontane and authoritarian  institution.  John’s policy 
of aggiornamento, bringing the Church up-to-date, seriously discomfited conservative cardinals 
and members of the Curia , the Vatican’s bureaucracy, who, wanting to maintain the status quo, 
attempted to thwart his reform agenda.*  The metaphor he employed was that of a closed window 
suddenly thrust open “to let some fresh in.”   We are not born to be “museum keepers,” he once 
said, “but to cultivate a flourishing garden of life.”   The pope concluded was that it was time for 
the Church to begin a dialogue with the modern world. 

 
* Arch-conservative/papal absolutist bishops at Vatican Council II held the 

opinion that after Vatican Council I, with its decree of papal primacy and papal 
infallibility , there was no need for another council.  

 
f. Vatican Council II , which met intermittently in Rome during the years 1962 to 1965, was only 
the third church council held in 400 years, and only the second held since the Council of Trent--
Vatican I never completed its work because it was interrupted in 1870 by the Franco-Prussian 
War.  Vatican II’s sixteen final documents total nearly twice the pages of all the decrees of Trent – 
and Trent and Vatican II together are equal in volume to all the other councils combined.  The 
bishops assembled developed pastoral (rather than dogmatic) statements about such key issues as 
how to understand the Church, how the Church ought to operate in the modern world, revelation, 
ecumenism, and religious liberty.  One of the documents Nostra Aetate “Declaration on the 
Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions”* addressed the issue of the Church and its 
relationship to the Jews.  The implementation of conciliar decrees later became a source of 
division that continues to the present day. 

 
*According to James Carroll, Nostra Aetate, as promulgated by the council was 

a considerably watered-down document when compared to earlier drafts.  “It probably 
fell far short of what John XIII, responding to Jules Isaac, had wanted.  For example, the 
first thought was that the council would make a stand-alone statement, entitled Decretum 
De Judaeis, about relations between the Church and Judaism, but Nostra Aetate is a 
declaration on all non-Christian religions, with only one small section devoted to 
Judaism.  In the initiating spirit of Pope John, many council fathers expected the 
statement to include an acknowledgment of Church culpability**. “ Why can we not draw 
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from the Gospel,” one bishop asked during debate in the nave of St. Peter’s, “the 
magnanimity to beg for forgiveness, in the name of so many Christians, for so many and 
so great injustices?”  (Carroll, p 553) 

 
** Acknowledgment of Church culpability would take another 33 years, when 

under the pontificate of John Paul II the Commission for Religious Relations with the 
Jews published “We Remember: A Reflection on the Shoah” (March, 1998). 

 
g. At his last public appearance in May, 1963,  shortly before his death in June,  he prayed for the 
council (then in progress) and for unity – not only of the Church but of all humankind.  “It is not 
that the gospel has changed,” he said, “it is that we have begun to understand it better.”   

 
 
 2. Paul VI (1963-78) 
 

a. John XXIII was succeeded by Giovanni Battista Montini , who took the name Paul VI and 
reigned until the end of the Council in 1965.  Although Paul VI allowed the council to continue, 
against the advice of some arch-conservative bishops who urged that it be terminated, he showed 
himself less reform minded than his predecessor.  According to author James Carroll, “Acting out 
of the old (but not that old ) instinct of papal primacy, Paul VI undercut the council when he 
refused to let its members consider the pressing questions of priestly celibacy and birth control.  
Defying what could easily have been opposite outcomes if the council fathers had taken up those 
question, he issued independent encyclicals upholding the traditional requirement that priest not 
marry (Sacerdotalis Celibates, 1967) and banning contraception (Humanitae Vitae, 
1968)…Given the ideology of papal absolutism that he inherited from his mentor Pius XII*,  Paul 
VI thought he had no choice but to reaffirm teachings that had been firmly adhered to by popes for 
a thousand years of more.”  (Carroll, p. 552) 

 
*” Pressed to establish the “cause” of John XXIII’s candidacy for sainthood, 

Paul VI at the same time established that of Pius XII, as if the two men were in any way 
comparable.”  (Carroll,  p. 551) 

 
Vatican Council II’s “Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions,” 
Nostra Aetate, (October, 1965).  Excerpts: 

 
a. “what happened in his (Christ’s) passion cannot be blamed upon all the Jews then living, 
without distinction, nor upon the Jews of today.”  

 
b. the Church “…deplores the hatred, persecutions, and displays of anti-Semitism directed against 
the Jews at any time and from any source.  … the Jews should not be presented as rejected or 
accursed by God, as if this followed from the Holy Scriptures. All should see to it, then, that in 
catechetical work or in the preaching of the word of God they do not teach anything that does not 
conform to the truth of the Gospel and the spirit of Christ.” 

c. “… in her rejection of every persecution against any man, the Church, mindful of the patrimony 
she shares with the Jews and moved not by political reasons but by the Gospel's spiritual love, 
decries hatred, persecutions, displays of anti-Semitism, directed against Jews at any time and by 
anyone.”  

3.  John Paul II (1978-2005) 

a. John Paul I, who served for only 33 days, was succeeded by John Paul II, born Karol Józef 
Wojtyla, the first Slavic (Polish) pope in history and the first non-Italian since Hadrian VI (1522-
23).  The most traveled pope in history, he was a popular and charismatic figure who is credited 
with helping bring down the Iron Curtain .   In his address to the cardinals the day after his 
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election, the new pope promised to promote “with prudence but encouraging action” the reforms 
of Vatican Council II.  In January 1979, he traveled to Mexico to attend the Latin American 
Conference of Bishops meeting at Puebla, where he cautioned the bishops and their clergy 
against direct involvement in politics (taken as an indirect criticism of Latin American liberation 
theology.   His message was clear: social justice, yes, but always within the confines of Catholic 
orthodoxy as interpreted by the pope.  During his pontificate, he sought to halt what was termed 
“post-conciliar” drift within the Church and reinforce the spiritual authority of the papacy*.  John 
Paul II was the first pope to visit Rome’s chief synagogue, where he acknowledged the Church’s 
sins  

 

against the Jews, even on the part of some of his predecessors who were knowing accomplices in 
anti-Jewish campaigns and who confined Jews to ghettos in Rome and the former papal states. 

*Disciplinary procedures were instituted during his pontificate against various 
bishops, including Raymond Hunthausen, archbishop of Seattle,  Walter Sullivan, 
bishop of Richmond, and Jacques Gaillot, bishop of Evreux in France.  One of his most 
enduring legacies will be the vast numbers of conservative bishops appointed to various 
dioceses all over the world, many times in opposition to the wishes and recommendations 
of the local hierarchies and the priests and people of the various dioceses.  Disciplinary 
procedures were also brought against various prominent theologians, including Hans 
Kung and Rochester N.Y. native Fr. Charles E. Curran.  

b. According to Richard McBrian , “Although committed to the Second Vatican Council, in 
which he participated as a bishop, his pontificate was dedicated to the containment and even 
repression of progressive interpretations and implementations of the council.  While some have 
characterized him as the first postmodern pope, others have described his pontificate as 
restorationist, that is, one that (sought) to restore the more monarchial style of the papacy, with 
all effective authority centered in the Vatican…. (H)is strongest critics speak of his 
pontificate…as dedicated to the restoration of much of pre-Vatican II Catholicism, especially its 
emphasis on the person of the pope and the juridical authority of the papacy and the Roman 
Curia in relation to the local churches and their bishops.”  (McBrien, pp. 384; 442)   Thus 
papal authority continues to be a contentious issue within the Roman Catholic Church, as it 
has been for centuries*. 

* “ Until the arrival of Pope John and the Second Vatican Council, the typical 
Catholic took the authoritarian structure of the Church as a dictate of divine revelation.  
They thought of the Pope as a kind of superhuman potentate whose every word was a 
command invested with supernatural authority; even the bishop they regarded with awe.  
In this state of affairs, few Catholics questioned the autocratic procedures customary in 
the Church though to outsiders they often appeared medieval.  The bishop, for instance, 
was seldom challenged in his claim to rule his diocese as a personal fief, and the same 
held good for the pastor in running his parish.”  (Bokenkotter, p. 369) 

c. On March 12, 2000, in a momentous ceremony at St. Peter’s Basilica, John Paul II offered an 
apology for sins against the people of Israel.  “We are deeply saddened,” the pope prayed on 
that occasion, “by the behavior of those who in the course of history have caused these children 
of yours (Jews) to suffer.”* Previously in 1998,  “We Remember: A Reflection on the Shoah,”  
acknowledged the failures of some** of the Church’s children, but not of the Church itself. 

* James Carroll contends, “It was possible to hear that apology as regret for 
behavior that was inconsistent with core Church teaching, instead of set in motion by it.”  
( Carroll, p. 551) 
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**" When 'the Church as such,' as opposed to its 'sinful members,' is absolved of 
any guilt in relation to Nazism, and when the Christian failures are reduced to sins of 
omission, as if the only crime were silence, then the real meaning of this history is being 
deflected.  However modern Nazism was, it planted its roots in the soil of age-old Church 
attitudes and a nearly unbroken chain of Church-sponsored acts of Jew hatred.  However 
pagan Nazism was, it drew its sustenance from groundwater poisoned by the Church's 
most solemnly held ideology -- its theology…. 

…That this diabolical hatred of Jews ran mostly below the surface of 'normal' 
hatred does not change the fact that it was essential to what Nazism inherited from the 
Church.  That is why attempts to exonerate 'the Church as such,' or even to reduce the 
Church's failure to what it did not do between 1933 and 1945, are so evasive and, finally, 
immoral."   Carroll p. 476 )   

Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews “We Remember: A Reflection on the 
Shoah” (March, 1998).  Excerpts: 

a. “Today it (the Holy See) publishes another document, which the Holy See's Commission for 
Religious Relations with the Jews has prepared at the express request of His Holiness Pope John 
Paul II. This document, which contains a reflection on the Shoah, is another step on the path 
marked out by the Second Vatican Council in our relations with the Jewish people. In the words 
which His Holiness wrote in his letter to me as President of the Commission, it is our fervent hope 
‘that the document [...] will help to heal the wounds of past misunderstandings and injustices.’” 

b. “Pope John Paul II himself has repeatedly called upon us to see where we stand with regard to 
our relations with the Jewish people. In doing so, "we must remember how much the balance [of 
these relations] over two thousand years has been negative". This long period "which", in the 
words of Pope John Paul II, awe must not tire of reflecting upon in order to draw from it the 
appropriate lessons has been marked by many manifestations of anti-Judaism and anti-Semitism, 
and, in this century, by the horrifying events of the Shoah.”  

c. From the letter of John Paul II “As we prepare for the beginning of the Third Millennium of 
Christianity, the Church is aware that the joy of a Jubilee is above all the joy that is based on the 
forgiveness of sins and reconciliation with God and neighbor. Therefore she encourages her sons 
and daughters to purify their hearts, through repentance of past errors and infidelities. She calls 
them to place themselves humbly before the Lord and examine themselves on the responsibility 
which they too have for the evils of our time. 

It is my fervent hope that the document: We Remember: A Reflection on the Shoah, which the 
Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews has prepared under your direction, will indeed 
help to heal the wounds of past misunderstandings and injustices. May it enable memory to play 
its necessary part in the process of shaping a future in which the unspeakable iniquity of the 
Shoah will never again be possible. May the Lord of history guide the efforts of Catholics and 
Jews and all men and women of good will as they work together for a world of true respect for the 
life and dignity of every human being, for all have been created in the image and likeness of 
God.” 

d. “This century has witnessed an unspeakable tragedy, which can never be forgotten: the attempt 
by the Nazi regime to exterminate the Jewish people, with the consequent killing of millions of 
Jews. Women and men, old and young, children and infants, for the sole reason of their Jewish 
origin, were persecuted and deported. Some were killed immediately, while others were degraded, 
ill-treated, tortured and utterly robbed of their human dignity, and then murdered. Very few of 
those who entered the Camps survived, and those who did remained scarred for life. This was the 
Shoah. It is a major fact of the history of this century, a fact which still concerns us today. 
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Before this horrible genocide, which the leaders of nations and Jewish communities themselves 
found hard to believe at the very moment when it was being mercilessly put into effect, no one can 
remain indifferent, least of all the Church, by reason of her very close bonds of spiritual kinship 
with the Jewish people and her remembrance of the injustices of the past. The Church's 
relationship to the Jewish people is unlike the one she shares with any other religion…However, it 
is not only a question of recalling the past. The common future of Jews and Christians demands 
that we remember, for "there is no future without memory"…History itself is memoria futuri.” 

e. “The fact that the Shoah took place in Europe, that is, in countries of long-standing Christian 
civilization, raises the question of the relation between the Nazi persecution and the attitudes 
down the centuries of Christians towards the Jews.” 

f. “Despite the Christian preaching of love for all, even for one's enemies, the prevailing mentality 
down the centuries penalized minorities and those who were in any way "different". Sentiments of 
anti-Judaism in some Christian quarters, and the gap which existed between the Church and the 
Jewish people, led to a generalized discrimination, which ended at times in expulsions or attempts 
at forced conversions. In a large part of the "Christian" world, until the end of the 18th century, 
those who were not Christian did not always enjoy a fully guaranteed juridical status. Despite that 
fact, Jews throughout Christendom held on to their religious traditions and communal customs. 
They were therefore looked upon with a certain suspicion and mistrust. In times of crisis such as 
famine, war, pestilence or social tensions, the Jewish minority was sometimes taken as a 
scapegoat and became the victim of violence, looting, even massacres. 

By the end of the 18th century and the beginning of the 19th century, Jews generally had achieved 
an equal standing with other citizens in most States and a certain number of them held influential 
positions in society. But in that same historical context, notably in the 19th century, a false and 
exacerbated nationalism took hold. In a climate of eventful social change, Jews were often 
accused of exercising an influence disproportionate to their numbers. Thus there began to spread 
in varying degrees throughout most of Europe an anti-Judaism that was essentially more 
sociological and political than religious. 

At the same time, theories began to appear which denied the unity of the human race, affirming an 
original diversity of races. In the 20th century, National Socialism in Germany used these ideas as 
a pseudo-scientific basis for a distinction between so called Nordic-Aryan races and supposedly 
inferior races. Furthermore, an extremist form of nationalism was heightened in Germany by the 
defeat of 1918 and the demanding conditions imposed by the victors, with the consequence that 
many saw in National Socialism a solution to their country's problems and cooperated politically 
with this movement.” 

g. “Thus we cannot ignore the difference which exists between anti-Semitism, based on theories 
contrary to the constant teaching of the Church on the unity of the human race and on the equal 
dignity of all races and peoples, and the long-standing sentiments of mistrust and hostility that we 
call anti-Judaism, of which, unfortunately, Christians also have been guilty.” 

h. “We deeply regret the errors and failures of those sons and daughters of the Church. We make 
our own what is said in the Second Vatican Council's Declaration Nostra Aetate, which 
unequivocally affirms: ‘The Church ... mindful of her common patrimony with the Jews, and 
motivated by the Gospel's spiritual love and by no political considerations, deplores the hatred, 
persecutions and displays of anti-Semitism directed against the Jews at any time and from any 
source’" 

i. “At the end of this Millennium the Catholic Church desires to express her deep sorrow for the 
failures of her sons and daughters in every age. This is an act of repentance (teshuva), since, as 
members of the Church, we are linked to the sins as well as the merits of all her children. The 
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Church approaches with deep respect and great compassion the experience of extermination, the 
Shoah, suffered by the Jewish people during World War II. It is not a matter of mere words, but 
indeed of binding commitment. "We would risk causing the victims of the most atrocious deaths to 
die again if we do not have an ardent desire for justice, if we do not commit ourselves to ensure 
that evil does not prevail over good as it did for millions of the children of the Jewish people ... 
Humanity cannot permit all that to happen again."    

We pray that our sorrow for the tragedy which the Jewish people has suffered in our century will 
lead to a new relationship with the Jewish people. We wish to turn awareness of past sins into a 
firm resolve to build a new future in which there will be no more anti-Judaism among Christians 
or anti-Christian sentiment among Jews, but rather a shared mutual respect, as befits those who 
adore the one Creator and Lord and have a common father in faith, Abraham. 

Finally, we invite all men and women of good will to reflect deeply on the significance of the 
Shoah. The victims from their graves, and the survivors through the vivid testimony of what they 
have suffered, have become a loud voice calling the attention of all of humanity. To remember this 
terrible experience is to become fully conscious of the salutary warning it entails: the spoiled 
seeds of anti-Judaism and anti-Semitism must never again be allowed to take root in any human 
heart.” 

Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews “Notes on the correct way to present the Jews 
 and Judaism in preaching and catechesis in the Roman Catholic Church” (March, 1982).  
 Excerpts: 

a. “The urgency and importance of precise, objective and rigorously accurate teaching on 
Judaism for our faithful follows too from the danger of anti-Semitism which is always ready to 
reappear under different guises. The question is not merely to uproot from among the faithful the 
remains of anti-Semitism still to be found here and there, but much rather to arouse in them, 
through educational work, an exact knowledge of the wholly unique "bond". (Nostra Aetate, 4) 
which joins us as a Church to the Jews and to Judaism. In this way, they would learn to appreciate 
and love the latter, who have been chosen by God to prepare the coming of Christ and have 
preserved everything that was progressively revealed and given in the course of that preparation, 
notwithstanding their difficulty in recognizing in Him their Messiah.”  

b. “This concern for Judaism in Catholic teaching has not merely a historical or archeological 
foundation. As the Holy Father (John Paul II) said in the speech already quoted, after he had 
again mentioned the "common patrimony" of the Church and Judaism as "considerable": "To 
assess it carefully in itself and with due awareness of the faith and religious life of the Jewish 
people as they are professed and practiced still today, can greatly help us to understand better 
certain aspects of the life of the Church" (underlining added). It is a question then of pastoral 
concern for a still living reality closely related to the Church. The Holy Father has stated this 
permanent reality of the Jewish people in a remarkable theological formula, in his allocution to 
the Jewish community of West Germany at Mainz, on November 17th, 1980: "the people of God of 
the Old Covenant, which has never been revoked".  

c. “The urgency and importance of precise, objective and rigorously accurate teaching on 
Judaism for our faithful follows too from the danger of anti-Semitism which is always ready to 
reappear under different guises. The question is not merely to uproot from among the faithful the 
remains of anti-Semitism still to be found here and there, but much rather to arouse in them, 
through educational work, an exact knowledge of the wholly unique "bond". (Nostra Aetate, 4) 
which joins us as a Church to the Jews and to Judaism. In this way, they would learn to appreciate 
and love the latter, who have been chosen by God to prepare the coming of Christ and have 
preserved everything that was progressively revealed and given in the course of that preparation, 
notwithstanding their difficulty in recognizing in Him their Messiah”. 
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d. “Religious teaching, catechesis and preaching should be a preparation not only for objectivity, 
justice, tolerance but also for understanding and dialogue. Our two traditions are so related that 
they cannot ignore each other. Mutual knowledge must be encouraged at every level. There is 
evident in particular a painful ignorance of the history and traditions of Judaism, of which only 
negative aspects and often caricature seem to form part of the stock ideas of many Christians.” 

U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, “Catholic Teaching on the Shoah: Implementing the 
Holy See’s ‘We Remember.’”  (2001) 

 
a. “Christian  anti-Judaism did lay the ground work for racial, genocidal anti-Semitism by 
stigmatizing not only Judaism but Jews themselves for opprobrium and contempt.  So the Nazi 
theories tragically found fertile soil in which to plant the horror of an unprecedented attempt at 
genocide.” 

 

Forty Years After Nostra Aetate 

Karen L. Howard 

Karen Howard, Ph.D. teaches Holocaust courses at Merrimack College in No. Andover, MA and is on the 
faculty in the Theology Department at Boston College.   

In one of Robert Frost's poems, he speaks of stopping by the woods one snowy evening, but not 
tarrying long, for he realizes that he has "promises to keep and miles to go before he sleeps, miles to go 
before he sleeps" (1).  Writing a brief essay about the progress of Nostra Aetate throughout the past forty 
years is like that brief respite, I think.  Good things have begun, but we have promises to keep and miles to 
go before we sleep.  While the document opened the doors for interfaith sharing and respect with many of 
the world religions, no where has progress been more evident than in the area addressed by paragraph 4, 
that of Jewish-Christian relations.  In Nostra Aetate, the Church professed that "all Christ's faithful, who as 
men of faith (cf. Gal. 3,7) are sons of Abraham, are included in the same patriarch's call and that the 
salvation of the Church is mystically prefigured in the exodus of God's chosen people from the land of 
bondage" (2). The Church cannot forget that those chosen people were instrumental in passing on God's 
revelation to all Christians, and "that the Jews remain very dear to God…since God does not take back the 
gifts he bestowed or the choice he made" (3).  Christians and Jews have a common heritage for we are 
siblings in the same faith.  In the document the Church writers also were also wise to insist that the Church 
"deplores all hatreds, persecutions, displays of anti-Semitism leveled at any time or from any source against 
the Jews" (4).  That passage was included in the document, because it needed to be.  Christianity has had a 
terrible history of allowing and even promoting anti-Semitism.  As a result of Nostra Aetate in1965, that 
"teaching of contempt" (5) in many ways has been arrested.  There have been strong starts in Jewish-
Christian relations and dialogue, several centers for Jewish-Christian learning have been established at 
universities, cooperative programs with the ADL (Anti-Defamation League), the AJC (American Jewish 
Committee) and other Jewish agencies, and with some parishes aimed at combating local anti-Semitism 
have been launched.  Significant progress has been made in Christian preaching and teaching, esp. within 
Religious Education texts, but there is much more to be done.  The Holocaust (6) at the end of world War II 
may have been the singular event that grabbed the world's attention and acted as catalyst for the call to end 
all forms of discrimination and anti-Semitism and encourage further dialogue between Jews and others, but 
all too often the tragedy of the Holocaust and further study of that event is taking a backseat to other less 
traumatic encounters in Jewish-Christian dialogue.  Jews and Christians today are studying each others 
texts and traditions together, establishing friendships and enjoying each other's company, and exploring 
how we can cooperate in charitable works and social justice programs, which are all wonderful endeavors, 
but it behooves us all to regularly revisit that "symbol of evil" as Yehuda Bauer has named the event (7).  
The rallying cries of "never again, never again" have already fallen on deaf ears in our modern world in 
Cambodia, Bosnia, and Rwanda and parts of the Sudan.  We have not learned its lessons.  Bauer contends 
that some 60 years after the event, we are still regularly seeing films about the Holocaust, reading memoirs 



The Two-Thousand Year Road to the Holocaust 
Session 12: The Aftermath:   
The Debt of Memory and Survival is Passed Forward 

Wortman, Sciolino, Appelbaum 
 

36 

about the Holocaust and are building memorials of the Holocaust, sometimes in areas that were not even 
remotely involved in the event, such as Hiroshima, Japan.  A Chinese university is even translating a 
summary of Holocaust literature into Chinese.  It is this paradigm of evil that continues to draw peoples 
from around the globe to try to learn and understand.  How could one group of people do that to another 
group of people?  One of the primary reasons anti-Semitism was able to gain a foothold in Christian 
thought and practice for centuries was that for so long the human race had such a hard time coming to 
terms with its own deicide charges.  Many preferred locating a scapegoat rather than dealing with such 
radical confrontation with one's own sinful guilt.  The same thing is beginning to happen with the 
Holocaust.  Modern society caused the Holocaust and it CAN happen again if modern society does not 
regularly confront its own history regarding this catastrophe, repent, and recommit itself to peace.  It is easy 
to sweep it under the rug as the past.  Repeatedly, however, Pope John Paul II and bishops around the world 
have called for remembrance, education and repentance.  

Holocaust awareness and education has been a developmental enterprise and several of the 
documents that followed Nostra Aetate explicitly identified such education as a call to repentance, a moral 
imperative, and a deterrent for any future genocides.   There appears to be a progression of steps from 
Nostra Aetate of 1965, to the 1974 "Guidelines" (Guidelines and Suggestions for Jewish-Christian 
Relations) to the 1982 "Notes" (Notes on the Correct Way to Present Jews and Judaism in Preaching and 
Catechesis in the Roman Catholic Church).  Nostra Aetate not only called for an end to the charge of 
deicide, but also a recognition of the validity of the first covenant, a dialogue with Jews based on biblical 
and theological inquiry, and that important call to "halt all the hatred, persecutions and displays of anti-
Semitism directed against the Jews in any form at any time by anyone" (8).   The 1974 "Guidelines" called 
for respect for religious liberty and a reeducation of the Church’s members as to the integrity of the Hebrew 
Scriptures and Jesus’ Jewish heritage, especially in textbooks and all educational endeavors (9).  By 1982, 
the "Notes" called upon catechists and preachers to delve deeper into the riches of the Hebrew Scriptures, 
to articulate the Jewish roots to Christianity, to demonstrate a greater awareness that the Jews remain a 
chosen people of God to this day, and to explore the meaning and consequences for the Jewish 
extermination during the years 1939-1945 (10).  Nowhere in these documents, however, was there any 
explicit ownership to the centuries of the teaching of contempt or recognition that such teaching was one of 
the causal components that led to the Holocaust. 

In the 1980s and 1990s, dialogue continued around the world with Jewish-Catholic groups and 
many were waiting for some type of acknowledgment of such a history and some type of expression of 
penitence.  In 1995, as the 50th anniversary of the close of World War II approached, bishops’ groups from 
around the world released documents on the anniversary of the Holocaust (11).  Much anticipation 
preceded the 1998 anniversary document by the Holy See, “We Remember,” for many hoped to hear such 
an expression of penitence then.  It did not occur then, but what was articulated in this document was strong 
language that called the duty to remember the past injustices of the Shoah a moral imperative (12), a call to 
penitence, and a prelude to an explicit acknowledgment of sorts: "We deeply regret the errors and failures 
of those sons and daughters of the Church" (13).  An actual acknowledgment of  culpability by the Church 
itself may not have occurred in the 1998 document, for what coincided with this document, was the 
immediate preparation for the millennium celebrations of 2000 years of Christianity.  Pope John Paul II had 
set in motion a Trinitarian three year preparation for the Jubilee Year when he released the document, 
Tertio Millennio Adveniente in 1996.  In this writing, Pope John Paul II recounted the massacres of the 20th 
century and called again for purification and conversion to God. (14).  He also called all Christians to 
become more aware of their sinfulness, especially those times in history when members departed from the 
Spirit of Christ and his Gospel (15).  This millennium document laid the groundwork not only for “We 
Remember,” but for the acknowledgment and explicit expression of penitence that finally did come in the 
Jubilee Year, 2000 at Yad Vashem, during liturgy at St. Peter’s Basilica, and at the Western Wall.  As the 
Jubilee Year drew to a close, Pope John Paul II released yet another document, Novo Millennio Inuente, 
which called all Catholics to repentance and a purification of memory before it embarked on any pastoral 
planning for the third millennium (16).   
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Educational Considerations 

On the national front, the American bishops released two other related documents, one in 1999 
and one in 2001.  The 1999 document, “Our Hearts Were Burning Within Us” called all catechetical 
personnel to begin to shift focus away from children as the primary students and toward adults as the 
objective norm for all catechesis (17).  The 2001 document, entitled “Catholic Teaching on the Shoah: 
Implementing the Holy See’s We Remember” (18) called all Catholics, at least in the United States, to 
begin the process of Holocaust education.  From a practical viewpoint, if one takes the directives of “Our 
Hearts Were Burning Within Us” and intersects them in the directives of “Catholic Teaching on the 
Shoah,” one is given an outline for Holocaust education, not only for Catholic Schools, universities and 
seminaries, but also for ordinary religious education programs within parishes.   

If the Church wants to take Jewish-Christian relations more seriously, more fundamental 
education about the Holocaust is sorely needed.  Recently, Cardinal Walter Kasper, in reflecting after forty 
years after Nostra Aetate, said further Jewish-Christian  relations will need three things in the future: deeper 
historical studies, dialogue in fundamental theology and advances in cooperative works of charity and 
social work (19).  Deeper historical studies must examine Church history with all its flaws and must 
examine our 20th century paradigm of evil.  Examining the nature of evil in such starkness and proximity to 
our own lives as well as examining our fragility and brokenness against the backdrop of a loving God of 
hesed can lead to mutual explorations of fundamental theologies.  The American bishops in their document 
on the Shoah have asked universities in particular to examine the moral choices that so-called believing 
Christians made during the Holocaust.  Why, for instance, did one group of ordinary middle-class men with 
families and businesses back home in Hanover, Germany become one of the deadliest execution battalions 
in the Third Reich, (20) while another group of people in a French parish community create a safe haven of 
their whole town for the Jews? (21) Why were some Christians bystanders or perpetrators while others 
were Righteous Gentiles?  I do not see Catholic universities taking on this challenge in any systematic 
fashion.  If we are really serious about advancing the dreams of  Nostra Aetate, we must face up to our past, 
repent and learn.  Holocaust education in some parts of the country is mandated from K-12 in public school 
systems.  It should be mandated in religious education core curriculum, and no graduate of a Catholic 
college should be able to be awarded a diploma without having somewhere examined the realities of the 
Holocaust as part of his or her core curriculum. 

Liturgical Considerations 

Annually, Jews from around the world remember the victims of the Holocaust in a day of 
remembrance, Yom Ha Shoah (Day of the Shoah), which has become part of their liturgical calendar.  
Catholic Christians would do well to ensure the dreams and aspirations of Nostra Aetate if we also 
liturgically marked our calendars, not with a Christian version of Yom Ha Shoah, but rather with a Christian 
version of Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement).  Rather than the springtime, it might fit more suitably with the 
Feast of the Holy Cross in September.  We could use such a day to examine our personal sinfulness as well 
as the history of the many times we as a historical Church have sinned and failed to understand the mystery 
of the Cross.  Far too often in our history, the Cross has been used as a weapon, from the Crusades to the 
Inquisition to its twisted version in the swastika.  Reclaiming the power and mystery of the Cross can only 
begin with repentance.  Within liturgical circles, there is a favorite Latin adage, "lex orandi, lex credendi," 
or the law of prayer is the law of belief.  Once the Christian community really faces its own history and 
regularly repents and prays for forgiveness will we really come to believe in the intrinsic value of our older 
siblings in the faith and of those of other faiths.  Then, the dreams of Nostra Aetate can continue to grow. 
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III. JEWISH RESPONSE TO THE HOLOCAUST—Morris Wortman 
 
A. How do we heal? 
 
In her 1969 book On Death and Dying Elisabeth Kübler-Ross introduced us to a model known as the “Five 
Stages of Grief.” Her paradigm was developed as a guide to understanding a process by which people come 
to deal with the news of a terminal illness, a tragic loss of a loved one, or a sudden reversal of fortune.  She 
noted that the stages don’t necessarily happen in sequence and that not everyone experiences all five stages.   
According to Kübler-Ross the stages included Denial, Anger, Bargaining, Depression and Acceptance.  
What I propose is that these stages not only apply, in a broad sense, to many of the individuals suffering a 
variety of losses in the Holocaust but apply to the “bystanders” – Jews and non-Jews who have come to 
understand the causes and results of the Shoah. 
 
In 1976, when I began my internship, I was exposed to my first rape victims in the Emergency Rooms at 
Strong and Highland Hospitals.  At the time I didn’t recognize that most rapes went unreported and the vast 
majority of victims never sought help in hospital ERs.  Years later I would learn the same about other 
forms of sexual and physical abuse--that they are sequestered for many, many years until for some 
inexplicable reason the victim finds his or her voice.  There are also situations in which they remain 
sequestered for the entirety of someone’s life. 
 
When Monroe Community College hosted its first Holocaust exhibition in 1987 I walked through a maze 
of artifacts and photos organized by the Jewish Community Federation.  I wondered if this was the world 
my parents saw during the milchoma (war).  Where were my parents in these old war photos? And just as 
important, where were the relatives I would never meet? It had been fifteen years since I left my parent’s 
home in Brooklyn.  I had, or so I thought, broken free of the sadness of their losses—until that day at MCC 
when I chocked back tears as I had unearthed a pain that lay so deeply hidden—a pain whose origins I 
found inexplicable. Only later did I understand that my parent’s loss was mine as well---and that I couldn’t 
even imagine the gravity of their loss.   
 
A year or so later I met Angie Suss-Paull, a local survivor who grew up in Lodz, Poland and with her sister 
Bronya survived the Lodz Ghetto, four years of starvation and forced labor at Auschwitz and Bergen-
Belsen.  I learned that Angie had also been at the MCC event.  She too walked around—alone—and told 
me a story of young college students who looked at photos of emaciated bodies and corpses strewn in 
heaps.  At one point one of the students, while looking at a poster of the barracks at Auschwitz and the 
three-tiered bunk beds where prisoners slept five to a bed, remarked “It must have been terrible to sleep 
under those conditions.”  And Angie after 40 years spoke her first words of that horror. “Yes, it was 
terrible….I was there!”  And for the first time Angie began speaking and telling her story.  She did so for 
the next 20 years until she died in 2007.  We apparently missed each other at this event but it would still 
forever change our lives. 
 
I got to know Angie over the years.  She came to this country a month after my parents arrived in New 
York—December 1947.  In Angie’s Story she wrote: 
 

“When people asked me, ‘How are you?’ I didn’t know that in the United States you are supposed 
to answer, “Fine thank you.”  Instead I would begin to cry. 
 
Then people would say, ‘Forget about it.  You’re in a new country.  You have a husband and a 
baby.  Forget about the past.  What was, was. Learn the language and go on with your life.’ 
 
I didn’t answer them, but thought, ‘You are stupid, dumb or ignorant.  If you had lost your parents 
and relatives, would you say forget about it?”  There isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t think 
about my past, my loved ones who were killed.  I try to lead a normal life, but in my heart, I 
always feel the pain.  Only other survivors can understand what we went through.  So, for forty 
years I said nothing.” 



The Two-Thousand Year Road to the Holocaust 
Session 12: The Aftermath:   
The Debt of Memory and Survival is Passed Forward 

Wortman, Sciolino, Appelbaum 
 

41 

 
As I’ve said, it was sometime later that I began to apply Kübler-Ross’ paradigm to the “Jewish” experience 
for survivors, their children and Jewish by-standers as stages they too would pass through.   
 
Growing up in Brooklyn and later as an adult in Rochester my life brought me in contact with many 
survivors.  Almost to a person the survivor, whether German, Polish, Lithuanian, Austrian, Yugoslavian, 
Hungarian, Danish or Czechoslovakian described either a short or prolonged phase of Denial.  European 
Jews had long been accustomed to anti-Semitism but there was no precedent for industrialized genocide.  
Most assuredly Anger followed as they were stripped of their professions, their businesses and their homes.  
Anger followed when they were herded into ghettos and watched the vulnerable--elderly and small 
children--verbally and physically abused, assaulted and killed.  Many would have “Bargained” with their 
self, G-d, their family and friends.  In Night, Elie Wiesel writes of a death march in which a son “bargains” 
with his own moral compass.  The Rabbi of Buna had somehow been separated from his only son. 
 

“For three years they had stuck together.  Always near each other, for suffering, for blows, for the 
ration of bread, for prayer. Three years, from camp to camp, from selection to selection.  And 
now—when the end seemed near—fate had separated them.  Finding himself near me, Rabbi 
Eliahou whispered: 
 
‘It happened on the road.  We lost sight of one another during the journey.  I had stayed a little to 
the rear of the column.  I hadn’t any strength left for running. And my son didn’t notice.  That’s all 
I know.  Where has he disappeared?  Where can I find him?’ ” 
 

Young Elie couldn’t help the distraught Rabbi.  There were so many ways in which father and son could 
have been separated.  And then the author remembers: 
 

“…I suddenly remembered seeing his son running by my side.  I had forgotten that, and I didn’t 
tell Rabbi Eliahou! 

 
Then I remembered something else:  his son had seen him [his father] losing ground, limping, 
staggering back to the rear of the column.  He had seen him.   And he had continued to run on in 
front, letting the distance between them grow greater. 

 
A terrible though loomed up in my mind:  he had wanted to get rid of his father!  He had felt that 
his father was growing weak, he had believed that the end was near and he sought this separation 
in order to get rid of the burden, to free himself from an encumbrance which could lessen his own 
chances of survival.” 

Depression!  How long would depression last?  For most it was a permanent companion.  There were so 
many losses—friends, family, lifestyle, identity and, in many cases, the loss of G-d—or at least the G-d 
they once knew.  Scholars were left with several options.  Perhaps G-d is not all loving and not all 
powerful.  Perhaps the Jews were not the “chosen people,” or that there is no G-d.  Whatever the pre-
Holocaust G-d may have been to them many sought for some other explanation as they tried to answer the 
question “Where was God?”  For many the residue of their trauma would never end and depression would 
become their emotional resting place.  Depression could take on many forms.  A dear friend of mine 
recently said it’s “just a permanent scar that I carried for the rest of my life.” For others, time would bring 
acceptance and a decision to move in a hopeful direction. 

Denial, Anger, Bargaining, Depression and Acceptance—phases that survivors would pass through.  Many 
would get “stuck” along this road.  This after all isn’t a normal grieving process.  These losses didn’t 
happen at the hands of cancer, heart disease or the poor judgment of a drunk driver. Many survivors never 
got to say good bye to their children, siblings, parents and extended family members. This grief is 
compounded by humiliation, guilt and the knowledge that it was perpetrated by a hateful and genocidal 
regime. For survivors there was no gravesite to visit.  For other mourning was complicated by the fact that 
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many would hold out hope for many years that a brother or sister might still be alive—perhaps in the Soviet 
Union.  For many other survivors they simply became numb. 

The paradigm is far from perfect because this was so much more complex than “ordinary” grief. 

But the paradigm also explains how we as an American culture have come to deal with the Holocaust.  We 
too, as a country, denied it, were outraged by it and though we may have, to some degree bargained with it, 
many simply felt this subject too depressing to talk about.   

Some survivor-authors such as Primo Levi and Elie Wiesel described their ordeals within the first decade 
of the war’s end.  In the United States, however, it would take many years for us to transcend the long 
process of denial.  Consider, for instance, a brief history of Holocaust education as it moved from print to 
multi-media.  In 1961 the Eichmann Trial brought the realities of the Holocaust to millions of viewers 
around the world.  Four years later Rolf Hochhuth’s The Deputy (1965) made it debut.  Movies such as The 
Pawnbroker (1964) were a rarity for its time.  Another decade would pass before The Odessa File (1974) 
and the Boys from Brazil were adapted to film (1975).  It wasn’t until the 1980, almost 40 years after the 
war, that the process of “Holocaust-speak” became possible as American Jews and Christians began   
negotiating Kübler-Ross’ Stage of Denial.  Sophie’s Choice (1982), Shoah (1985), War and Remembrance 
(1988) and Schindler’s List (1993) became a part of our collective consciousness.  In 1993 the United 
States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM) opened its doors and millions of visitors chose to stare into 
the abyss of recent history.  Holocaust-related movies gathered momentum and in quick succession Life is 
Beautiful (1997), Sunshine (1999), Conspiracy (2001), The Pianist (2002) and Everything is Illuminated 
(2005) became successful mainstream films.  Our culture has slowly moved past Denial! 

The passage of time caused other significant changes in which we have come to terms with the Holocaust.  
In 1979 President Carter’s Commission on the Holocaust recommends Annual Days of Remembrance.  In 
1980 Congress unanimously passed a law that establishes Annual Days of Remembrance and the creation 
of the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum.  In 1985 the Katz Bill required Holocaust education in secondary 
schools in California and New York State adopted a law requiring Holocaust education in its secondary 
schools (S7765) in 1994.   
 
Along with survivors many cultures, including ours in the United States, also passed through Kübler-Ross’ 
Five Stages.  But cultures move slowly—there are many left who are still in Denial.  It took many decades 
for survivors to speak and for the rest of us to be willing to listen.  Forty years—the time that Israelites 
would wander in the desert--passed from the time Angie Suss-Paull stood on American shores until she 
could break her silence and move from depression to acceptance.  Again, cultures also negotiate this 
process, though more slowly. Consider that it took U.N. until 2005 to adopt an annual International 
Holocaust Remembrance Day—60 years after the end of WWII. 
 
 
B. Where was G-d? 
 
For Abrahamic (Judaism, Christianity and Islam) theologians the Holocaust created a conundrum.  All 
three religions have traditionally taught that G-d is omnipotent, omniscient and benevolent.  The Holocaust 
confronts us with an inescapable question—how can we believe in this “G-d view” coexisting with the 
existence of evil? 
 
An extreme view was expressed by Prof. Richard Rubenstein who emerged in the 1960s as an important 
author seeking to interpret the meaning of the Holocaust.  In his first book, After Auschwitz, Rubenstein 
argued that the Holocaust essentially destroyed the traditional Jewish concept of G-d.  He argued that one 
could no longer argue that G-d was omnipotent and that G-d’s covenant with Abraham was essentially 
broken—that the Holocaust destroyed any notion of a “chosen people.”  According to Rubenstein Jews 
had lost hope and that there was no ultimate meaning to life and no divine plan or purpose.  His 
writings were rejected by all Jewish denominations but were nonetheless widely read in the 1970s. 
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In sharp contrast to Richard Rubenstein’s view Emil Fankenheim, who was arrested by the Nazis on 
Kristallnacht, explores the Holocaust as an “epoch-making event.”  For Fackenheim the Holocaust must be 
understood as an event that implores Jews to carry on Jewish existence and the survival of the State of 
Israel. According to Fankenheim the Holocaust compelled us to honor an additional mitzvot, the so-called 
“614th commandment” – to deny Hitler a posthumous victory. 
 
Some in the Orthodox community, for example the Haredi community, explain the Holocaust by a doctrine 
known as mi-penei hataeinu “because of ours sins we were punished.” The Bible reveals calamities that 
befell a sinful world—Noah and the flood, Sodom and Gomorrah, Pharaoh.  In this view G-d provides 
rewards for a just life (though not always) and punishment for transgressions.  By extension the Holocaust, 
according to some in the Orthodox community is explained as retribution from G-d for a deeply sinful life. 
 
Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson (1902-1994), the Lubavitcher Rebbe and the last leader of the 
Chabad Hasidic movement, rejected all theological explanation for the Holocaust. 

 “What greater conceit and what greater heartlessness, can there be than to give a "reason" for 
the death and torture of millions of innocent men, women and children? Can we presume to 
assume that an explanation small enough to fit inside the finite bounds of human reason can 
explain a horror of such magnitude? We can only concede that there are things that lie beyond the 
finite ken of the human mind. It is not my task to justify God on this. Only God Himself can answer 
for what He allowed to happen. And the only answer we will accept is the immediate and complete 
Redemption that will forever banish evil from the face of the earth and bring to light the intrinsic 
goodness and perfection of God's creation.”  

To those who argued that the Holocaust disproves the existence of God or His providence over our lives, 
Schneerson wrote: 

"On the contrary -- the Holocaust has decisively disproven any possible faith in a human-based 
morality. In pre-war Europe, it was the German people who epitomized culture, scientific advance 
and philosophic morality. And these very same people perpetrated the most vile atrocities known 
to human history! If nothing else, the Holocaust has taught us that a moral and civilized existence 
is possible only through the belief in and the acceptance of the Divine authority. Our outrage, our 
incessant challenge to God over what has occurred -- this itself is a most powerful attestation to 
our belief in Him and our faith in His goodness. Because if we did not, underneath it all, possess 
this faith, what is it that we are outraged at? The blind workings of fate? The random 
arrangement of quarks that make up the universe? It is only because we believe in God, because 
we are convinced that there is right and there is wrong and that right must, and ultimately will, 
triumph, that we cry out, as Moses did: "Why, my God, have you done evil to Your people?!"" 

He rejected that the Holocaust was a punishment for the sins of that generation saying: 

"The destruction of six million Jews in such a horrific manner that surpassed the cruelty of all 
previous generations could not possibly be because of a punishment for sins. Even the Satan 
himself could not possibly find a sufficient number of sins that would warrant such genocide! 
There is absolutely no rationalistic explanation for the Holocaust except for the fact that it was a 
Divine decree … why it happened is above human comprehension – but it is definitely not because 
of punishment for sin. On the contrary: All those who were murdered in the Holocaust are called 
“Kedoshim” – holy ones – since they were murdered in sanctification of G–d’s name....It is 
inconceivable that the Holocaust be regarded as an example of punishment for sin, in particular 
when addressing this generation, which as mentioned before is “a firebrand plucked from the 
fire” of the Holocaust."  

 
A thorough discussion of the rabbinic and philosophical response to the Holocaust is beyond the scope of 
this brief chapter.  It is sufficient to say that much remains to be written on this complex subject. 
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C. Should Jews “just get over it” and “move on”? 
 
 

“Jewish identity in the past has been locked into the holocaust experience—a German burden that 
the Jews have not been able to shed.  It is a very good example of a community can overplay a 
historic experience to the point that it begins to repulse friends.  The holocaust was the result of 
the warped mind of an individual who was able to influence his followers into doing something 
dreadful.  But, it seems to me the Jews today not only want the Germans to feel guilty but the 
whole world must regret what happened to the Jews.  The world did feel sorry for the episode but 
when an individual or a nation refuses to forgive and move on the regret turns into anger. 
 
The Jewish identity in the future appears bleak.  Any nation that remains anchored to the past is 
unable to move ahead and, especially a nation that believes its survival can only be ensured by 
weapons and bombs.  In Tel Aviv in 2004 I had the opportunity to speak to some Members of 
Parliament and Peace activists all of whom argued that the wall and the military build-up was 
necessary to protect the nation and the people.  In other words, I asked, you believe that you can 
create a snake pit—with many deadly snakes in it—and expect to live in the pit secure and alive?  
What do you mean? They countered.  Well, with your superior weapons and armaments and your 
attitude towards your neighbors would it not be right to say that you are creating a snake pit?  
How can anyone live peacefully in such an atmosphere?  Would it not be better to befriend those 
who hate you?  Can you not reach out and share you technological advancement with you 
neighbors and build a relationship? 
 
Apparently, in the modern world, so determined to live by the bomb, this is an alien concept.  You 
don’t befriend anyone, you dominate them.  We have created a culture of violence (Israel and the 
Jews are the biggest players) and that Culture of Violence is eventually going to destroy 
humanity.” 

 
Arun Ghandi 

January 7, 2008 
Washington Post 

 
That this was written and published in a Washington Post blog would surprise no one.  That it was 
published by the grandson of Mahtma Gandhi and president of the M.K. Gandhi Institute of Non-Violence 
stunned the Rochester community.  Even after he resigned he attributed the ensuing storm that erupted to 
Rochester’s Jew-dominated community. 
 
The world has a short memory and we of all faiths who understand the two millennia of anti-Judaism and 
anti-Semitism that was a precursor to the Holocaust should understand that we fight an uphill batter if we 
are to prevent future genocides.  Humanity has a short attention span.  It readily embraced Israel as an 
underdog in 1948 as pictures and newsreel footage of life and death in the camps was fresh in our collective 
memory.  The world is less sympathetic to a 21st century Israel—one that dares to defend herself and seeks 
security within her borders.  In a mere 70 years from Kristallnacht, while survivors are still being told what 
Angie Suss-Paul was told in 1947—“Forget about it…Forget about the past” and “move on.” 
 

“Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” 
 
 

Poet and Philosopher George Santayana 1905 
Life of Reason, Reason in Common Sense, Scribner's 

 

��
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D. Children of the Holocaust—“For this I survived the camps?”—Wortman 
 
What was the effect on the subsequent generations? 
 
That the Holocaust effected even subsequent generations, their children and grandchildren, is clear.  Not 
surprisingly the effect varies from child to child and grandchild to grandchild.  Here are some thoughts that 
I and others have penned.  This isn’t meant to be a study—just a collection of thoughts. 
 
 

“I am a forty-one-year old clinical psychologist, university professor, husband, and 
father.   But I am foremost a child of an earlier era.  Events that occurred fifty years ago, 
before my birth, follow me.  Stories of those times, imagines before my eyes, evoke my 
most intense feelings of anger, fear and sadness.  My parents, survivors of the Holocaust, 
raised me and shaped me.” 
 
   Aaron Hass, PhD 
   In the Shadow of the Holocaust:  The Second Generation 
   
 
“For years it lay in an iron box buried so deep inside me that I was never sure just what it 
was.  I knew I carried slippery, combustible things more secret than sex and more 
dangerous than any shadow or ghost.  Ghosts have shape and name.  What lay inside my 
iron box had none.  Whatever lived inside me was so potent that words crumbled before 
they could describe.” 
 
   Helen Epstein 
   Children of the Holocaust:  Conversations with Sons and  
   Daughters of Survivors 
 
“Sometime in my fourth decade I came to realize an embarrassing truth--I had always 
grieved for the greatest tragedy in Jewish history as if I were there.  My embarrassment 
lay in the fact that I had no “right” to “claim” this grief.  I did not pay the price my 
parents did.  I did not know those that were lost to me.  My pain was a “phantom” pain---
the pain of an amputated arm long after it’s been severed.  Those that survived the Shoah 
witnessed events that speak to the pervasive horrors and derangements known to the 
human heart and mind.  Men and women, boys and girls watched helpless as their parents 
were shot, their children gassed and their villages burned.  Many of them knew firsthand 
of Kristallnacht, Dr. Mengele, the Einsatzgruppen, the transports, Buchenwald, 
Auschwitz-Birkenau and Treblinka.  I’ve lunched and dined with these men and women 
who witnessed the fall of humanity in a miasma of death.  I’ve heard first-hand the 
accounts of Eli Wiesel, my parents, Aunt Lola, Angie Paul, Steven Hess, Henry 
Silberstern, Warren Heilbronner, Rosemary Molser, Irving Simon and scores of others.  
Respect demanded that I sit silently, my heart pounding while bearing witness to their 
testimony.  But what right did I have to feel the anger, the pain and the rage that 
consumed me and still haunts my soul?” 
 
   Morris Wortman, MD 
   From Mystory:  A Memoir for My Children 
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Child of Survivors:  David Suss son of Jacob (1912 – 1969) and Angie Suss (1922 –  
             2007) 
 
I often speak about my parents and what I know their life experiences, including the unthinkable tragedies 
they endured and the challenges they faced before, during and after the Holocaust.  Most of these 
discussions have taken place with family and friends in social or holiday settings, and there was always a 
level of disbelief whenever I attempted to describe some of the vivid details of their lives. 
 
This is my first attempt at sharing, in writing, my own perceptions and recollections of what it meant to be 
the child of survivors.  Many others, far more eloquent and insightful that I have penned wonderfully 
descriptive and informative recollections of their adolescent years.  They have successfully portrayed the 
way their families overcame the hurt, obstacles and culture shock associated with the premature death of 
loved ones and the anguish of losing all their possessions coupled with the need to relocate to new and 
unfamiliar parts of the world. 
 
For me, life as a young child was really very simple.  I did not know that my parents were learning to speak 
a new language nor did I have any awareness that we were immigrants in New York City.  Because it was 
such a melting pot of diverse cultures, everyone was different in their own way but everyone was very 
cognizant of and devoted to their individual roots.  My own personal English speaking skills didn’t really 
fully develop until kindergarten when other students chuckled and told me that I “talked funny.”  Since 
learning was to be my primary focus as a young, this problem was quickly overcome. 
 
As I reached my adolescent years, I knew that my knowledge of the language was greater than that of my 
parents.  In a sense, I became their mentor by often helping my father with business correspondence and 
helping my mother with sentence structure.  The realization that I was helping them with their homework 
gave me great personal satisfaction as I began to understand why they were unable to complete their formal 
education.  It would have been nice for me to be able to rely on my parents to assist me with math, science 
or social studies, but that was not to be.  On occasion, the burden of being the educational household 
resource would frustrate me, but my parents made up for that in many ways.  The education they gave me 
when it came to values, common sense and decency was immeasurable and I doubt that any of my peers 
came close to the lessons I was able to learn from them. 
 
I was blessed with the privilege of having two marvelous parents.  My father, who died in 1969, left me 
with a legacy of a strong work ethic, importance of family, the need to give back to the community and, my 
personal favorite, a keen sense of humor.  To this day, I continually use many of his European expressions 
and anecdotes and amuse and provide lessons to those I know.  He was particularly proud of my Bar 
Mitzvah and my high school and college graduations.  Having been denied education past the third grade, 
his pride was evident watching his son complete his studies and receive his diploma.  This is why he came 
to America and why he cherished his freedom here.  The Bar Mitzvah joy was focused on the fact that he 
survived Nazi persecution and was able to see his first-born reach a Jewish milestone that so many others 
were denied during the Holocaust.  He often remarked that he would never knowingly miss attending a 
joyous occasion.  He reasoned that people always seemed to make time to attend funerals so why shouldn’t 
the same effort be made for a happy event? 
 
My mother, who has been amazingly supportive throughout my life, is truly a profile in courage.  Having 
persevered and miraculously surviving the atrocities inflicted on her and her family, she was the 
consummate mother.  Her focus has always been her family and tending to their needs.  Beyond the 
traditional chores of cooking, cleaning, sewing and running a household, she was supportive of my father’s 
efforts when it came to providing for the family.  She never complained about the long hours he had to 
work and accepted his time away from home as a necessity for our survival.  After he started his own 
business, my mother assisted him with secretarial work, bill paying, running errands and, to my own 
personal amazement, painting and varnishing much of the cabinetry my father built.  They made an 
inseparable team and could anticipate the other’s move merely by glancing at each other. 
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For almost 16 years, she has channeled her energy into teaching others about the human side of the 
Holocaust.  By visiting schools and lecturing to various civic, educational and social groups, she has 
provided her personal knowledge of what it was like to encounter the wrath of hate and the behavior of 
demons. While her story details much of her existence throughout the war, it does not begin to tell the 
bravery and courage that she exhibited for six very long years.  To say I am proud would be an 
understatement, but I cannot think of a better word to describe her tenacity and her conviction in attempting 
to reach as many people as she can through her frequent appearances as a speaker. 
 
 
Child of Survivors:   Morris Wortman son of Israel (1908 – 1998) and Helen   
   Wortman (1910 – 1998) 
 
In June of 1995 I waited in the lobby of the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum as my daughter and her 
Brighton High School class completed their museum tour.  In the museum gift shop I came upon Helen 
Epstein’s book, Children of the Holocaust:  Conversations with Sons and Daughters of Survivors.  I bought 
the book without thumbing through it and weeks later found the courage to open it.  I got as far as the 
paragraph I’ve cited above—and I wept.  Finally, someone had validated what I couldn’t find the words 
for. 
 
Until that day in 1995 I struggled with a pain I felt I had no right to express.  And what right would I have 
to speak of this pain to my own parents whose losses were beyond my imagination. 
 
My conversations with my parents were strained inasmuch as I was afraid to unseal their pain.  Despite the 
fact that they spoke often and would answer my questions I rarely saw them cry.  I recall anger in their 
younger years and numbness as we grew older.  I never asked them “how did you mourn?”  How does one 
grieve for such loss?  Recently, Steven Hess, one of our Holocaust survivors and educators, shared Aaron 
Haas’ book with me. 
 
In The Aftermath: Living with the Holocaust, Hass writes of the difficult—if not impossible--task of 
mourning for Holocaust survivors. 
 

“Mourning provides relief.  When we mourn, we excrete the pain, the sadness, the anger, the guilt.  
And after our body and mind have been expunged, we can reenter the world afresh, with hope.  
Survivors, however, have not mourned.  They remain locked in their own sphere.  Consequently, 
their bitterness continues to sear at their soul.” 
 

One of the survivors he interviewed, Paul Handel, the only survivor of his immediate family of seven to 
survive, noted. 
 

“You don’t mourn them….It’s too many to mourn.  The only time I mourn is when I go say Yizkhor 
[the prayer for the dead recited only on certain holidays’.  There’s just too many to mourn.  You 
mourn when things happen normally.  I don’t even have a grave to go to mourn.  Even when I 
have happy occasions, my son’s bar mitzvah, you think about these things.  I weep sometimes at a 
Yizkhor…but you become dry.  There were too many…After the war, I didn’t weep either.  Would 
you believe it?  When my American relatives asked me what happened to their cousins, I told them 
and they didn’t even cry.  This hurt me deeply.” 
 

After reading more of Haas’ book I came to understand part of the dilemma for me.  My parents rarely 
expressed raw emotion at their loss.  The process had been interrupted.  There were simply too many losses 
to comprehend—parents, brothers, sisters, grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, wives and husbands, their 
own children (my half-brothers).  My own father lost his parents, grandparents, seven siblings, a wife and 
two sons—he was the sole survivor.  There wasn’t anyone to mourn with—no one left that knew his loss.  
There were no photos, no memorabilia and no gravesite.  There was Yizkhor or the rare Kaddish when the 
losses must have overwhelmed him and  still struggled to choke back the tears. 
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As a young child, even as an adult, I was afraid to ask what or who was in his thoughts.  Before Kol Nidre 
he would bestow his blessing on my mother, my brother and me again choking back the tears.  Years later I 
wondered if he had carried out this tradition with his first wife and sons—he must have been thinking of 
them at this holiest of nights. 
 
In 2006 I went to Yad Vashem with my eldest daughter and toured the Valley of the Lost Cities.  With the 
help of an aide I located a carved stone commemorating my father’s birthplace Opatow, Poland--it was 
small compared to the one honoring my mother’s hometown, Warsaw.  This was the closest I’d come to a 
place honoring my family.  Yad Vashem is the Hebrew for “a place and a name.”  These two stones, one 
large and one small, were all that I had to connect with my extended family.   After all these years there 
was finally a place to honor them, a “gravesite” to visit. 
 
Just as all survivors have their own stories so do their children.  My peers were brought into the world with 
a mission:  to thrive in this country, carry on our Jewish traditions, become well-educated, “make 
something of yourself,” and “never forget.” 
 
There is a lighter side to this generational struggle to cope with the Holocaust.  As a child of survivors I 
learned to not complain.  It was not possible to complain of my mother’s cooking or the same boiled 
chicken day in and day out.  While many survivor-mothers were excellent cooks mine wasn’t one of them.  
On the other hand any complaint would soon be met with “you don’t exactly look like you’re starving,” or 
the rhetorical “do you realize what we had to eat?” 
 
I complained one summer when my parents couldn’t afford to send both my brother and me to summer 
camp.  I’m sure I whined a lot as camp was “the country”-- a wonderful break from Brooklyn’s asphalt 
jungle.  She shook her clenched fist at me reminding me “I have a camp for you!”—no doubt thinking of 
Buchewald. 
 
And G-d-forbid that I got into trouble in school or somehow “shamed” my family only to be asked that 
other rhetorical question “for this I survived the camps?”  
 
As a child of survivors growing up in Brooklyn I felt as if I lived in a country within a country.  The late 
50s and early 60s saw television shows such as Father Knows Best, Leave it to Beaver, and Ozzie and 
Harriet.  All the parents spoke English.  Mom stayed at home, dad was a doctor or an insurance agent.  
There was another world with fireplaces, family vacations, Little League Baseball and the family station 
wagon.  My parents spoke Yiddish and a variant of English we called “Yinglish,” worked in the Garment 
District, lived in a 3 room apartment before graduating to 4 rooms and were unsophisticated.  Truthfully, 
this described a lot of other kids growing up in Brooklyn but there was more.  I never knew grandparents or 
extended family with one exception—an aunt and uncle and their two kids.  That was it!  There were no 
other blood relatives.  I wasn’t sad at not having grandparents any more than I would be sad at not speaking 
French—it simply wasn’t part of my social vocabulary and to this day I’m incapable of understanding the 
pain of losing a grandparent.  What made my family experience different was that I was ever mindful of the 
fact that I was my parent’s legacy—that I was to never shame them, dishonor them or myself.  I was taught 
that education was the only thing that couldn’t be taken from me and that if I did well, scholastically or 
otherwise, I would be wise to keep it to myself---to not draw attention to myself.  Self-esteem wasn’t 
something parent’s provided for their children.  What they provided was an opportunity to earn self-
esteem.   
 
Despite relatively meager incomes there was always money for Yeshiva, books and other educational 
experiences.  Though my father spoke little English he helped me with my studies where language wasn’t a 
barrier—arithmetic.  No matter what was going on in our little apartment every consideration was given to 
me find the time and a quiet corner to study.  My dad led an exemplary, honest and pious life.  He believed 
in charity and the centrality of Yiddishkeit and family in his life.  My mother with the typical balabusta 
(Yiddish for “boss” of the house).  The two of them endured a great deal before and after the war and 
though I passed through a typical rebellious adolescence I know I owe all that I’ve become to them, for 
above all else they taught the value of education, integrity, persistence and survival. 
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Child of Survivors:  Voice of the Second Generation by Bonnie Abrams 
  
 
Chapters have been added to psychology textbooks about children of Holocaust survivors. Someday, I hope 
to find the time to read some of them so I can better understand all the psychological problems I’m 
supposed to have. The one thing I have always understood is I needed to be “good” and never be a source 
of pain to my parents because they went through so much – they were hurt enough by the world. I 
somehow always understood I needed to make that up to them. Whether it was getting the highest academic 
achievement award in 9th grade, or being named as one of America’s “outstanding young women” in a 
book 15 years later, I loved how it felt to make my parents happy and proud. 
 
My parents and all of their friends had accents. They spoke in a mixture of English and Yiddish with a little 
German or Polish thrown in. When I was five years old, I heard things like, “I knew him in camp” or “…in 
concentration camp”. I knew all about camp. You had arts & crafts and swimming and counselors. My 
older brother had just taught me the card game, “concentration”. So I wondered – in what kind of camp did 
you only play the game “concentration”. It sounded boring and by the way they were talking about it, it 
seemed that they found it unpleasant, too. So I asked my father, “Daddy, what’s a concentration camp?” 
How do you explain “concentration camp” to a five year old? My father, of blessed memory, was a lot like 
Tevye from Fiddler on the Roof and without hesitation he said, “Concentration Camp was a place where 
they made big pots of soup out of potatoes and water. All the heavy, strong people got to eat the potatoes 
and the skinny, weak people only got the water. Mommy and I and all of our friends were in Concentration 
Camp.” I didn’t ask any more about it then because I understood that it was a place where they did the 
wrong things to people and my parents and all the adults of my pre-school world were in this bad place. 
 
I felt a certain pride about how international my immediate family was. I told friends in elementary school 
that supper at my house was like a meeting at the U.N. My father was born in Poland, my mother in 
Hungary and my brother in Germany. Only I was born in America. Sometimes, I was reminded that I was 
the only person in the family who could become president of the United States. When I was about nine, I 
was looking through an old photo album. I had hoped to see pictures of the grandparents I no longer had. 
When I asked why other kids had them and I didn’t, I was told, “they died in concentration camp”. I looked 
at pictures of my parents as a young couple holding my older brother when he was an infant in Bavaria. I 
saw pictures of my cousin in Hungary and pictures of my cousin in Israel in his Purim costumes. There was 
a picture of a beautiful little girl who looked like Shirley Temple. She also resembled my cousin in Israel. I 
could see the picture was old so I asked who she was and did she grow up? “No, she died in concentration 
camp”, my mother said. The picture of that little girl haunted me. I turned the page and found a picture of 
two 12 year old boys with their arms around each other. I was thrilled! I recognized one of them as my 
“American cousin”. He was the now grown son of my father’s uncle who had come to America in the 
1930s. But who was the other little boy? “That was Aunt Basia’s son,” my mother replied. I was perplexed. 
Aunt Basia’s son? I didn’t know Aunt Basia had a son! Aunt Basia was my father’s oldest sister. Her 
daughter, Frieda, was older than my mother! Frieda had a brother? My mother told me he died in 
concentration camp. And this was when I began processing my family’s legacy. Five years later, I wrote 
my first song about being the child of Holocaust survivors. It was therapeutic to express this sense of being 
different – this sense of loss. But those pictures – the children – my first cousins who never got to grow up 
– they continued to haunt me until I wrote, Eulogy. The words and pictures are attached to this write up. 
 
A couple years later, Barbara Appelbaum, then the Director for the Center for Holocaust Awareness and 
Information of the Jewish Community Federation, asked me to tell my parents’ stories and sing my songs at 
an interschool program. The students had a profound reaction to my presentation. I was young – in my 
early thirties – and yet the Holocaust had affected my life, even though I was born after. Afterwards,  
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Barbara remarked, you are “the voice of the second generation”. She then asked me to do this presentation 
for a group of Jewish women. Afterwards, one of the women approached me and thanked me for telling my 
parents’ stories. She was also the child of Holocaust survivors but her parents never spoke about it. She and 
her brothers used to hear their father cry out from nightmares. Her mother told her grandsons that the 
number on her arm was a phone number she could never remember. On my long ride home that night,  
Legacy wrote itself in my head. It is a song –not about my experience but about the experiences of  another 
child of survivors – now my friend. 
 
And as I met other survivors and other children of survivors and went to Second Generation Gatherings, I 
wrote more songs. When I watched my parents and all their friends become grandparents, I wrote the 
second attached song, Grandma, Grandpa. It was so amazing that these people – who lost their families 
and never knew if they would live to see another day lived to become grandparents – to know  their 
families lived on. 
 
Barbara would ask me to present to groups and even told me she hoped I might replace her if she ever 
retired. As you can see, I did. There was never a day in my life, since I first saw the pictures of my 
murdered cousins, that I didn’t think about the Holocaust. So many of us children of Holocaust survivors 
(“2Gs” as we are sometimes called) would never have existed, if not for the Holocaust. Our parents often 
coupled randomly after finding out their first family perished. I have often said, when asked to speak at 
Holocaust Remembrance programs,  that I would be glad to not exist, if it could bring back the 6,000,000 
innocent people who were brutally murdered. But I can’t bring them back, I can only try to assure that their 
lives will not be forgotten. And perhaps, I can remind the world not to stand idle as “Never Again” happens 
“Ever Again”. 
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Grandma, Grandpa 
By Bonnie Abrams                                                                                            
 
Grandma, grandma look at me 
I’m climbing up the apple tree 
What’s it like to have a grandma? 
Grandpa will you come with me 
There’s something I want you to see 
What’s it like to have a grandpa? 
 
Other people’s grandparents sometimes die 
before they’re born 
And since they never knew them – perhaps they 
never mourn 
But the world stood by while mine were 
murdered in mass graves 
And I don’t understand why no one saved them 
 
Grandma, grandma look at me 
I’m climbing up the apple tree 
What’s it like to have a grandma? 
Grandpa will you come with me 
There’s something I want you to see 
What’s it like to have a grandpa? 
 
Another child born in the first half of that 
century 
Lost his mom and dad and he’s a lot like me 
There’s thirty years and half a world between our 
two birthdays 
But the same crime took both our childhoods 
away 
 
Grandma, grandma look at me 
I’m climbing up the apple tree 
What’s it like to have a grandma? 
Grandpa will you come with me 
There’s something I want you to see 
What’s it like to have a grandpa? 
 
Parents and grandparents are gifts we can’t 
always keep 
But they carve a path for us in waters swift and 
deep 
So if you have them, let them take you along 
their river ride 
Let them fill your sails with wisdom, love and 
pride 
 
Grandma, Grandpa, look at me! 
Grandma, Grandpa can you see? 

Although you’re gone, our family lives 
on.
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