
Dear 7th Graders, 

The following page is an overview of our curriculum for part of the year. The 
program is designed for you to ask serious questions about history, your own 
identity, and about our world today. In addition, you will be given the chance to 
occasionally choose from fun electives which will break up the serious subject of 
Holocaust study. 

But, here is what we ask from you: 

• If we are meeting virtual, turn on your camera and have your correct name 
displayed 

• Remember the importance of this subject and the treat the memory of the 
6000000 Jews that died with the respect and seriousness it deserves. Respect 
the subject. Respect you teachers. Respect your classmates. 

• Participate, listen, learn and grow from each other. 

• If something is too difficult to hear or learn about, let your teacher know 
privately. 

• Talk to your parents about what you are learning. 

We are looking forward to becoming a community of learners, 

Melissa, Emmy and Judy 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Lesson #1 - Facing History and Ourselves 

Lesson #2 - Identity 

Lesson #3 - Kristallnacht 

Lesson #4 - Universe of Obligation / We vs. Them 

Lesson #5 - Antisemitism 

Lesson #6 - The Jews and Hitler 

Lesson #7 - Propaganda 

Lesson #8 - Antisemitism, Continued 

Lesson #9 - Hanukkah in the Holocaust 

Lesson #10 - Choosing to Care 

Lesson #11 - The Warsaw Ghetto 

Lesson #12 - Obedience 

�2



Dear Students, 

Welcome. You are about to begin a unit titled Teaching Holocaust and Human Behavior 
that was created by the organization, Facing History and Ourselves. You are joining a 
community of tens of thousands of students from around the world who have explored the 
same questions you are about to explore—questions such as: Who am I? What shapes my 
identity? Why do people form groups? What does it mean to belong? What happens when 
people are excluded from membership? 

After taking part in a unit similar to the one you are about to study, one student said, “I’ve 
had 13 math classes, 20 English classes, 6 or 7 science classes, art, P.E., Spanish . . . but in 
all the time I’ve been in school, I’ve had only one class about being more human.” In the 
next few weeks, you will be learning a lot about the choices made by people living in 
Germany before and during the Holocaust, a tragic event in which millions of children, 
women, and men were murdered. At the same time, you will also be learning about 
yourselves and the world around you. That is what we mean by “Facing History and 
Ourselves.” As another former Facing History student explained, “When I took the Facing 
History course back in eighth grade, it helped me understand that history was a part of me 
and that I was a part of history. If I understood why people made the choices they did, I 
could better understand how I make choices and hopefully make the right ones.” 

This unit may be different from others you have experienced. In this unit, you will be asked 
to share your own ideas and questions, in discussions and through writing in a journal. You 
will be asked to listen carefully to the voices of others—the voices of people in your 
classroom community as well as the voices of people in the history you are studying. In this 
unit, you may hear things that spark powerful emotions, such as anger or sadness. You will 
be asked to use both your head and your heart to make sense of the choices people have 
made in the past and the choices people continue to make today. 

At Facing History, we like to think of a unit as a journey. When taking this journey, you need 
to bring your journal, your curiosity, an open mind, and a willingness to share. As you 
embark on and continue this journey with the students and adults in your classroom, it is 
important for you to support each other so that everyone can do their best learning. We 
wish you a meaningful journey during which you learn about the past and the present, 
about yourself and about others. You may even find that you have changed as a result of 
this experience. 

Thank you for participating in this journey with us. 

Facing History and Ourselves and the TBA Seventh Grade Staff 
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Facing History Classroom Expectations 

• Listen with respect.  

• Try to understand what someone is saying before rushing to 
judgment.  

• Make comments using “I” statements.  

• This class needs to be a place where we can take risks in 
the questions we ask, perspectives we share, and 
connections we make.  

• If you do not feel safe making a comment or asking a 
question, write the thought in your journal. You can share the 
idea with your teacher first and together come up with a 
safe way to share the idea with the class.  

• If someone says something that hurts or offends you, do not 
attack the person. Acknowledge that the comment—not the 
person—hurt your feelings and explain why.  

• Share the talking time—provide room for others to speak.  

• We all have a role in creating a space where people can 
share ideas, their questions, and their confusion honestly.
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Classroom Experience Checklist

Directions: Check the box that best matches your experience as a student. 

Part 1
As a student in a classroom, have you ever . . .

1.  Shared an idea or question out loud?   Yes   No

2.  Shared an idea or question that you thought might be unpopular or “stupid”?   Yes   No

3.  Had an idea or answer to a question but decided not to share it?   Yes   No

4.  Felt “put down” after sharing an idea or asking a question?   Yes   No

5.  Felt smart or appreciated after sharing an idea or asking a question?   Yes   No

6.  Asked for help in understanding something?   Yes   No

7.  Been confused but have not asked for help?   Yes   No

8.  Interrupted others when they have been speaking?   Yes   No

9.  Been interrupted by others when you have been speaking?   Yes   No

10.  Said something that you thought might have hurt someone’s feelings?   Yes   No

11.  Thought of your classroom as a community?   Yes   No

Part 2

1.  What do you think should happen in a classroom in order for the best learning to take place? 

2.  What can students do to support your learning and each other’s learning?

3.  What can teachers do to support your learning?

Handout

© Facing History and Ourselves     visit www.facinghistory.org

Sample Identity Chart 
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Street Calculus Cartoon 



STILL ME INSIDE: 

 
Mai Goda describes how changing her appearance affected the way that others perceived her identity and 

how she thought about herself: 

“I need a change!” And so on that single whim, I cut my long black hair, streaked it bright red, and, to top 
it off, pierced my eyebrow. I had gone from dork to punk in a week, and as trivial as it seems, this 
transformation has had a great effect on my life. 

As long as I can remember, I had always been a good girl. In school, I got decent grades and never was in 
trouble. At home, I tried not to give my parents too much grief. But more than that, I had the “look” of a 
good girl. People always stereotyped me as a quiet, studious, Asian girl. Friends’ parents often asked if I 
played the violin or the piano. “No, the flute,” I’d say, and they would nod, not surprised. Walking around 
with my long black hair over my face, I hid behind my stereotype. I felt somewhat obliged to appease the 
stereotype imposed on me. Needless to say, heads turned the day I walked into school sporting a new, 
short, bright red hairdo. I enjoyed the reaction and attention I received from my friends and teachers. I 
didn’t listen to my friends’ warnings about people seeing me differently, people who frowned on a 
“rebellious punkster.” After all, I was still the same person inside, so why should this change matter? I soon 
found out how naive I was. 

One day, I was late for school and needed a pass from my vice principal. I was met by a surprisingly stern 
look. Writing one, his voice and stare were cold and condescending. Mistaking me for “one of those punk 
delinquents,” he left me with a warning: “Don’t make a habit of it.” Had I come to school late a week 
before, my vice principal would have said nothing. I was not used to this discriminating treatment, and I 
felt angry, embarrassed, and somewhat defeated. Now every time I go to the mall, suspicious eyes follow 
me. Store clerks keep a cautious watch. But the worst was yet to come. 

It was the night of our music recital for advanced students. For weeks, I had prepared my piece, and I was 
excited. The room was packed with parents waiting to hear their children. But, as soon as I walked into the 
room, all attention was focused on my head. As I sat waiting my turn, I felt the critical eyes of the parents. 

I performed well but felt awful. Afterward, I still saw those disapproving looks as they walked out with 
their children. I even overheard a friend being lectured on how she shouldn’t color her hair or pierce her 
face to become a “punk like Mai.” Once again, I was ready to go home feeling angry when my friend’s 
father stopped me. 

“You were very good tonight. At first I didn’t recognize you,” he said, looking at my head. 

“Oh yes, I look very different from last time, don’t I?” 

“Well, you played even better than last year. Look forward to hearing you again.” 

I went home feeling good, as if I had finally won a battle. Now the stern look of the vice principal, the 
suspicious stares of the store clerks, and the disapproving eyes of my friends’ mothers didn’t bother me. I 
was still the same person inside, punk or not. There was nothing wrong with me; it was the other 
judgmental people who had the problem. I regained my confidence. 

I still get looks and the stares, but it doesn’t upset me. In a way, I traded in one stereotype for another, but 
this time I enjoy proving them wrong. People are surprised to see me getting good grades and applying to 
good colleges. They’re surprised to hear me play the flute so well. And they are absolutely shocked to see 
me standing in front of the football field, red hair shining in the sun, conducting the marching band. 

As for my red hair, I re-dye it occasionally to keep it bright, burning red. It seems to give me the power to 
fight against stereotypes forced on me and gives me the confidence that I never had before.  
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Kristallnacht Testimony  
Viewing Guide

1. While watching Elsbeth Lewin’s testimony, write down a phrase or sentence that resonates with you. 

2. After watching Elsbeth’s testimony, write a word or a short phrase that describes how you felt while 
listening to her story. 

3. What can you learn about Kristallnacht from the personal testimony of Elsbeth Lewin that you could not 
learn from other sources, such as readings or videos, that focus on the historical aspects of the event? 

Handout

© Facing History and Ourselves     visit www.facinghistory.org
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NUREMBERG LAWS: 

The German parliament 
(Reichstag) passes the Nuremberg 
Race Laws. 

The Nuremberg Race Laws 
consisted of two pieces of 
legislation: the Reich Citizenship 

Law and the Law for the Protection 
of German Blood and German Honor. A special session of the Nazi-
controlled Reichstag passed both laws at the Party’s rally in Nuremberg, 
Germany. These laws 
institutionalized many of the 
racial theories underpinning 
Nazi ideology and provided the 
legal framework for the 
systematic persecution of 
Jews in Germany. The 
Nuremberg Race Laws did not 
identify a “Jew” as someone 
with particular religious 
convictions but instead as 
someone with three or four 
Jewish grandparents. Many 
Germans who had not 
practiced Judaism or who had 
not done so for many years 
found themselves still subject to 
legal persecution under these 
laws. Even people with 
Jewish grandparents who had 
converted to Christianity 
could be defined as Jews. 
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Hugo Moses described what he experienced on Kristallnacht and in the days that followed: 

On the evening of 9 November 1938, the SA brown-shirts and the SS black-shirts met in bars to 
celebrate the fifteenth anniversary of [the Nazis’] failed putsch in Munich. Around eleven o’clock 
in the evening, I came home from a Jewish aid organization meeting and I can testify that most 
of the “German people” who a day later the government said were responsible for what 
happened that night lay peacefully in bed that evening. Everywhere lights had been put out, and 
nothing suggested that in the following hours such terrible events would take place. 

Even the uniformed party members were not in on the plan; the order to destroy Jewish property 
came shortly before they moved from the bars to the Jewish houses. (I have this information 
from the brother of an SS man who took an active part in the pogroms.) 

At 3 a.m. sharp, someone insistently rang at the door to my apartment. I went to the window and 
saw that the streetlights had been turned off. Nonetheless, I could make out a transport vehicle 
out of which emerged about twenty uniformed men. I recognized only one of them, a man who 
served as the leader; the rest came from other localities and cities and were distributed over the 
district in accordance with marching orders. I called out to my wife: “Don’t be afraid, they are 
party men; please keep calm.” Then I went to the door in my pajamas and opened it. 

A wave of alcohol hit me, and the mob forced its way into the home. A leader pushed by me and 
yanked the telephone off the wall. A leader of the SS men, green-faced with drunkenness, cocked 
his revolver as I watched and then held it to my forehead and slurred: “Do you know why we’ve 
come here, you swine?” I replied, “No,” and he went on, “Because of the outrageous act 
committed in Paris, for which you are also to blame. If you even try to move, I’ll shoot you like a 
pig.” I kept quiet and stood, my hands behind my back, in the ice-cold [draft] coming in the open 
door. An SA man, who must have had a little human feeling, whispered to me: “Keep still. Don’t 
move.” During all this time and for another twenty minutes, the drunken SS leader fumbled 
threateningly with his revolver near my forehead. An inadvertent movement on my part or a 
clumsy one on his and my life would have been over. If I live to be a hundred, I will never forget 
that brutish face and those dreadful minutes. 

In the meantime, about ten uniformed men had invaded my house. I heard my wife cry: “What 
do you want with my children? You’ll touch the children over my dead body!” Then I heard only 
the crashing of overturned furniture, the breaking of glass and the trampling of heavy boots. 
Weeks later, I was still waking from restless sleep, still hearing that crashing, hammering, and 
striking. We will never forget that night. After about half an hour, which seemed to me an 
eternity, the brutish drunks left our apartment, shouting and bellowing. The leader blew a 
whistle and as his subordinates stumbled past him, fired his revolver close to my head, two shots 
to the ceiling. I thought my eardrums had burst but I stood there like a wall. (A few hours later I 
showed a police officer the two bullet holes.) The last SA man who left the building hit me on 
the head so hard with the walking stick he had used to destroy my pictures that a fortnight later 
the swelling was still perceptible. As he went out, he shouted at me: “There you are, you Jewish 
pig. Have fun.” . . . 
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Towards dawn, a police officer appeared in order to determine whether there was any damage 
visible from the outside, such as broken window glass or furniture thrown out into the street. 
Shaking his head, he said to us, as I showed him the bullet holes from the preceding night: “It’s a 
disgrace to see all this. It wouldn’t have happened if we hadn’t had to stay in our barracks.” As he 
left, the officer said, “I hope it’s the last time this will happen to you.” 

Two hours later, another police officer appeared and told Moses, “I’m sorry, but I have to arrest 
you.” 

I said to him, “I have never broken the law; tell me why you are arresting me.” The officer: “I 
have been ordered to arrest all Jewish men. Don’t make it so hard for me, just follow me.” My 
wife accompanied me to the police station. . . . 

At the police station, the officers were almost all nice to us. Only one officer told my wife: “Go 
home. You may see your husband again after a few years of forced labor in the concentration 
camp, if he’s still alive.” Another officer, who had been at school with me, said to his comrade: 
“Man, don’t talk such nonsense.” To my wife he said: “Just go home now, you’ll soon have your 
husband back.” A few hours later my little boy came to see me again. The experiences of that 
terrible night and my arrest were too much for the little soul, and he kept weeping and looking 
at me as if I were about to be shot. The police officer I knew well took the child by the hand and 
said to me: “I’ll take the child to my office until you are taken away. If the boy saw that, he’d 
never forget it for the rest of his life.” 

After several weeks in prison, Moses was released, thanks to the wife of an “Aryan” acquaintance. 
Soon after, he and his family managed to leave Germany. Moses told his story for the first time in 
1940, just a year and a half after the pogrom. He refused to reveal the name of his town or the 
identities of those who helped him, because he did not want to endanger those left behind. 

Connection Questions 

1. What did Jews in Germany experience during and immediately after Kristallnacht? What 
do you imagine other Germans would have seen and experienced that night?  

2. What choices did Germans face on the night of Kristallnacht? What choices did they face 
in its aftermath?  

3. To what extent was Kristallnacht similar to what had come before? How was 
Kristallnacht different?  

4. Why would the Nazis use the murder of one man in Paris to incite violence against an 
entire group in Germany?  

Opportunism during Kristallnacht
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Opportunism during Kristallnacht
Despite Gestapo chief Heinrich Müller’s instructions to state police that plundering be 
held to a minimum (see reading, The Night of the Pogrom), the theft of goods, property, 
and money from Jews by German police, SS members, and civilians amid the chaos of 
Kristallnacht was widespread.  

German newspapers reported the looting of and theft from Jewish-owned businesses. 
According to Berlin’s Daily Herald newspaper, “The great shopping centers looked as 
though they had suffered an air raid . . . Showcases were torn from the walls, furniture 
broken, electric signs smashed to fragments.” The News Chronicle newspaper, also from 
Berlin, reported looters “smashing with peculiar care the windows of jewellery shops 
and, sniggering, stuffing into their pockets the trinkets and necklaces that fell on the 
pavements.” 

In Vienna, Helga Milberg, who was eight years old during Kristallnacht, recalled that all 
of the goods and equipment from her father’s butcher shop were stolen during the 
pogrom. “My father saw that the other storekeepers had helped themselves to 
everything,” she wrote. 

According to historian Martin Gilbert, when a British reporter asked a Nazi official about 
the widespread theft of goods from Jewish businesses during Kristallnacht in Vienna, the 
official responded: “We began seizing goods from Jewish shops because sooner or later 
they would have been nationalised [confiscated by the government] anyway.” The goods 
thus seized, the official added, “will be used to compensate us for at least part of the 
damage which the Jews have been doing for years to the German people.” 

Gilbert also describes how Kurt Füchsl’s family lost their home. Seven-year-old Kurt 
Füchsl was bewildered by the events of Kristallnacht, and by being forced to leave home 
with his family early on the morning of November 10. He later recalled: “What 
happened, as recounted to me by my Mother, was that an interior decorator had taken a 
picture of our beautiful living room and displayed the picture of our apartment in his 
shop window. A Frau [Mrs.] Januba saw the picture and heard that we were Jewish. She 
came around to the apartment and asked if it was for sale. She was told it wasn’t, but a 
few days later, on the morning of Kristallnacht, she came back with some officers and 
said, ‘This apartment is now mine.’ She showed a piece of paper with a swastika stamped 
on it and told us that we would have to leave by six that evening.” Kurt Füchsl’s mother 
protested to the officers who were accompanying Frau Januba that she had a sick child 
at home who was already asleep. “All right,” they told her, “but you have to get out by six 
in the morning.” 

German officials also stole cash from Jewish businesses and families. Two weeks after 
Kristallnacht, Margarete Drexler wrote the following letter to the Gestapo, requesting the 
return of the money officials had taken from her home in Mannheim, Germany: 
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Mannheim, 24 November 1938 
Margarete Drexler, Landau Pfalz Suedring St. 10 

To the Secret State Police Landau (Pfalz) The sum of 900 Marks in cash was confiscated 
from me in the course of the action of 10 November. I herewith request to act for the 
return of my money, as I need it urgently for me and my child's livelihood. I hope that 
my request will be granted, as my husband died as a result of his injuries during the war 
— he fought and died for his fatherland with extreme courage — and I am left without 
any income. Until recent years you could have found a photo of my husband on the wall 
next to the picture of Generalfeldmarschall [Paul] von Hindenburg in the canteen of the 
23 Infantry regiment in Landau. This was done to honour his high military performance. 
His medals and decorations prove that he fought with great courage and honour. He 
received: The Iron Cross First Class, The Iron Cross Second Class, The Military Order of 
Merit Fourth Class with swords. The Military Order of Sanitation 2 class with a blue-
white ribbon. This ribbon is usually bestowed only upon recipients of the Max Joseph 
Order, which accepts only members of the nobility. I can only hope that as a widow of 
such a man, so honoured by his country, my request for the return of my property will 
not be in vain. 

With German greetings, 
(signed) Frau Margarete Drexler 
Widow of reserve staff surgeon  
Dr. Hermann Drexler 

In 1940, Drexler was arrested and imprisoned in a concentration camp in France, where 
she died. 

Connection Questions 

1. How did the chaos of Kristallnacht present opportunities for German officers and 
civilians to take property from Jews? Why did they defy orders not to plunder?  

2. Why do you think Margarete Drexler described her husband’s military service and 
honors when she requested that the Gestapo return her money?  

3. Why might incidents of chaos and violence lead people to make impulsive and 
even illegal decisions? Have you heard of more recent instances of plundering and 
disregard for property during periods of violence and unrest? 
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A Family Responds to Kristallnacht
Marie Kahle (a teacher), her husband (a university professor and Lutheran pastor), and 
their sons witnessed the events of Kristallnacht in the city of Bonn and the effects those 
events had on their Jewish neighbors and colleagues. Marie Kahle wrote about the 
choices she and her family made the next day: 

On 10 November, 1938, at 11:30 in the morning, the wife of a Jewish colleague came to 
me and reported that both the synagogues in Bonn had been set on fire and that SS men 
had destroyed the Jewish shops, to which I replied: “That can’t be true!” She gave me a 
manuscript to keep, her husband’s life work. Then one of my sons brought the same 
news. 

My third son immediately went, without my knowing it, to a Jewish clockmaker’s shop, 
helped the man’s wife hide a few things and brought home a chest with the most 
valuable jewelry and time-pieces. Then he went to a chocolate shop, warned the owner 
and helped her move tea, coffee, cocoa, etc. to a room in the very back of the building. 
While three SS men were destroying everything in the front of the shop, he slipped out 
the back door with a suitcase full of securities and rode home with it on his bicycle. Later 
on, he spent weeks selling these hidden things to our acquaintances and thus made 
money for the two shop owners that the Gestapo knew nothing about. A Jewish 
colleague of my husband’s stayed with us all day long on 10 November and thus avoided 
being arrested. 

From 11 November on, my sons worked furiously to help the Jewish shopkeepers clear 
out their shops. I couldn’t take part in this myself because I did not want to endanger my 
husband’s position. I could only visit the poor people. During one of these visits, my 
eldest son and I were surprised by a policeman, who wrote down my name. The 
consequence was a newspaper article . . . for 17 November 1938 headed “This is a 
betrayal of the people: Frau Kahle and her son help the Jewess Goldstein clear out.”  

On the basis of this newspaper article, my husband was immediately suspended and he 
was forbidden to enter . . . the university buildings. My eldest son was also forbidden to 
enter the university. He was convicted by a disciplinary court. . . . During the night, our 
house was attacked. Window panes were broken, etc. . . . The police came a short time 
later but went away again immediately. One of the policemen advised me to look out 
into the street: there, we found written in large red letters on the pavement: “Traitors to 
the People! Jew-lovers!” We washed the writing away with turpentine. 

However, since the people were constantly coming back in their car, I openly rode away 
on my bicycle. I did not want to be beaten to death in front of my children and I was also 
only a danger to my family. I found shelter in a small Catholic convent, where the nuns 
were kind enough to look after me and my youngest child. During the interrogation by 
the Gestapo a few days later, I was asked whether I knew the license number of the car 
whose occupants had made the attack. When I said “no”, I was released. As I came out of 
the Gestapo building, this same car stood in front of the door. I even recognized the 
driver. 
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Particularly important in this whole period was a visit in 1939 by a well-known 
neurologist who, as Reich Education Director . . . was well up on Jewish matters. He told 
me, on two afternoons when we were alone, what would happen to me and my family 
along the lines of “Jews and friends of Jews must be exterminated. We are exterminating 
friends of Jews and all their offspring.” Then he said that I could not be saved, but my 
family could. When I asked what I should do, he gave his answer in the form of a couple 
of stories in which the wife committed suicide and thereby saved her family. Then he 
asked: “How much Veronal [a sleeping pill] do you have?” When I answered, “Only two 
grams,” he wrote me a prescription for the quantity that I was lacking. I carried the 
Veronal around with me for a few days, but then decided not to die, but instead to try to 
escape abroad with my family. 

In four months, only three of my husband’s colleagues dared to visit us. I was not 
allowed to go out during the day. When one evening I met a colleague’s wife and 
complained that no friends or acquaintances had dared to visit me, she said: “That’s not 
cowardice; we are just facing facts.” 

Soon after, the family left Germany. 

Connection Questions 

1. What did members of the Kahle family do to help their Jewish neighbors in the 
days after Kristallnacht? How might you describe their roles? Were they 
bystanders? Upstanders? 

2. What were the risks and consequences of the Kahles’ actions? According to Marie 
Kahle’s account, did they stop to consider the possible consequences before 
acting? 
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Thoroughly Reprehensible Behavior
Wilhelm Kahle, Marie Kahle’s eldest son (see reading, A Family Responds to 
Kristallnacht), was a student at the University of Bonn. He was called before the 
university’s disciplinary court for helping a Jewish storekeeper restore order to her shop 
after Kristallnacht. His “crimes” are spelled out in this “Disciplinary Judgment.” 

The student of musicology Wilhelm Kahle will be punished, because of behavior 
unworthy of a student in regard to the protest action against Jewish businesses, by 
dismissal from the university and denial of credit for the semester’s work. 

On 10 November 1938, there occurred in Bonn, as a result of the murder of the legation 
councilor vom Rath, a demonstration against Jews, in which the corset shop owned by 
the Jewess E. Goldstein was affected. On the late afternoon of 12 November 1938, the 
accused went with his mother to this shop, in which the latter had earlier made 
purchases. When they arrived at the shop, around 6 or 6:30 p.m., three Jewish females 
were leaving it. In the shop they met the owner and another Jewish person named Herz. 
The shop owner was busy putting boxes back on the shelves. After they had been there 
for about three minutes, Police Sergeant Peter Stammen entered the shop and wrote 
down the names of the Jewish persons and then also the name of the student Kahle’s 
mother, and in doing so had some difficulties with the latter. He then turned to the 
student Kahle, who was putting the boxes that were on the counter back on the shelves, 
and asked him whether he was an interior decorator. The student said he was not, and 
then gave his name. 

Contrary to the charge, the Disciplinary Court has not been able to determine that the 
accused intended from the outset . . . to go to the Jewish shop. It is more of the opinion 
that no preconceived intention lay behind this visit, but rather that the visit took place 
only on the occasion of passing by the demolished shop. Further, the Disciplinary Court 
has not derived from the proceedings the impression that the student helped the Jewess 
put her merchandise back on the shelves but sees the student’s actions simply as an 
effort, without any special intention, to help the Jewess in her work or to support her in 
some way. 

Nonetheless, the student’s behavior is thoroughly reprehensible. By finding it justifiable 
to enter a Jewish shop after the given incidents, he seriously endangered the reputation 
and dignity of the university and thereby violated his academic duties. Articles II and III 
of the Disciplinary Code for Students, 1 April 1935. He was to be penalized. 

The accused’s behavior requires a vigorous atonement. Since the accused seemed to be a 
little inept and awkward during the proceedings and was obviously under the influence 
of his mother, the Disciplinary Court has decided in mitigation merely to dismiss him 
from the university and deny him the credit for the entire semester’s work. 

In imposing this punishment, which is mild in relation to the offense, the Disciplinary 
Court has acted on the basis of the expectation that the student will pursue his further 
education at a greater distance from his parents’ home, so that in the future he can 
mature into a more independent, more self-confident and more responsible person. 
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Connection Questions 

1. How does the disciplinary report extend your understanding of the Kahles’ 
actions, as described in the reading A Family Responds to Kristallnacht?  

2. How were Wilhelm Kahle’s actions seen by his university?  

3. Why might the Nazis have wanted young people to separate from their families? 

4. The disciplinary court’s report concludes with hope that Wilhelm Kahle will 
become a more “responsible” person. According to the court, what would make 
Kahle more responsible? What does it mean to you to be a responsible person? 
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The Range of Human Behavior  
Vocabulary Terms
Directions: Use the context clues in the sentence in the first column to predict the meaning of each  
underlined term, and write your definition in the center column. Leave the third column blank.1

  

Sentence Predicted Meaning Actual Meaning

The perpetrator of the crime 
was caught not long after robbing 
the convenience store and fleeing 
on foot down the crowded street.

The victim of bullying didn’t 
want to go to school and instead 
crawled back into bed and pre-
tended to be sick. 

Despite feeling a knot in her stom-
ach while reading the hateful com-
ments on her childhood friend’s 
social media feed, the bystander 
put away her phone and headed 
to the gym for volleyball practice.

After three days of reading the 
increasing number of homopho-
bic comments and threats on his 
friend’s blog, the upstander 
picked up his phone and texted: 
“You don’t deserve this treatment.”

1  Kelly Gallagher, Deeper Reading: Comprehending Challenging Texts, 4–12 (Portland, ME: Stenhouse Publishers, 2004), 77–78.
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Universe of Obligation
What does it mean to be a member of a group? In groups we meet our most basic needs; 
in groups we learn a language and a culture or way of life. In groups we also satisfy our 
yearning to belong, receive comfort in times of trouble, and find companions who share 
our dreams, values, and beliefs. Groups also provide security and protection from those 
who might wish to do us harm. Therefore, how a group defines its membership matters. 
Belonging can have significant advantages; being excluded can leave a person 
vulnerable. 

How the members of a group, a nation, or a community define who belongs and who 
does not has a lot to do with how they define their universe of obligation. Sociologist 
Helen Fein coined this phrase to describe the group of individuals within a society 
“toward whom obligations are owed, to whom rules apply, and whose injuries call for 
amends.” 

 In other words, a society’s universe of obligation includes those people who that society 
believes deserve respect and whose rights it believes are worthy of protection. 

A society’s universe of obligation can change. Individuals and groups that are respected 
and protected members of a society at one time may find themselves outside of the 
universe of obligation when circumstances are different—such as during a war or 
economic depression. Beliefs and attitudes that are widely shared among members of a 
society may also affect the way that society defines its universe of obligation. For 
instance, throughout history, beliefs and attitudes about religion, gender, and race have 
helped to determine which people a society protects and which people it does not. 

Although Fein uses the term to describe the way nations determine membership, we 
might also refer to an individual’s universe of obligation to describe the circle of other 
individuals that person feels a responsibility to care for and protect. Rabbi Jonathan 
Sacks describes how individuals often define those for whom they feel responsible: 
“[Eighteenth-century philosopher] David Hume noted that our sense of empathy 
diminishes as we move outward from the members of our family to our neighbors, our 
society, and the world. Traditionally, our sense of involvement with the fate of others has 
been in inverse proportion to the distance separating us and them.” 

Scholar and social activist Chuck Collins defines his universe of obligation differently 
from the example Sacks offers. In the 1980s, Collins gave the half-million dollars that he 
inherited from his family to charity. Collins told journalist Ian Parker: 

Of course, we have to respond to our immediate family, but, once they're O.K., we need 
to expand the circle. A larger sense of family is a radical idea, but we get into trouble as 
a society when we don’t see that we’re in the same boat. 
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Connection Questions 

1. What factors influence the way a society defines its universe of obligation? In 
what ways might a nation or community signal who is part of its universe of 
obligation and who is not? 

2. What do you think might be some of the consequences for those who are not 
within a society’s universe of obligation? 

3. What factors influence how an individual defines his or her universe of 
obligation? In what ways might an individual show others who is part of his or 
her universe of obligation and who is not? 

4. In the 1800s, sociologist William Graham Sumner wrote, “Every man and woman 
in society has one big duty. That is, to take care of his or her own self.” Do you 
agree with Sumner? Why or why not? Is it wrong to prioritize caring for those 
closest to you over others? How does Sumner’s suggestion about how we define 
our universe of obligation differ from Chuck Collins’s view? 

5. How would you describe your nation’s universe of obligation? 
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Universe of Obligation
In Circle 1, write your name.

In Circle 2, write the name of people to whom you feel the greatest obligation – for
example, people for whom you’d be willing to take a great risk or put yourself in peril for
(you don’t have to write actual names.)

In Circle 3, who are the people on the next level? That is people to whom you have
some obligation, but not as great as in circle 2.

In Circle 4, who are the people on the next level? People to whom you have some
obligation, but not as great as in circle 3.

Handout
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Which�of These Things Is 
Not Like the Others?

Handout
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Race and Racism
By knowing one’s race, scientists can predict almost nothing else about an individual’s physical or intellectual 
abilities. Despite this fact, it remains common for people to believe falsely in a connection between race and 
particular and permanent biological abilities or deficiencies. The belief in this connection leads to racism. 
According to scholar George Fredrickson, racism has two components: difference and power.  

Directions: After reading Fredrickson’s definition of racism below, complete the following tasks:
s� #IRCLE�ANY�WORDS�THAT�YOU�DO�NOT�UNDERSTAND�IN�THE�DElNITION�
s� 5NDERLINE�THREE�TO�FOUR�WORDS�THAT�YOU�THINK�ARE�CRUCIAL�TO�UNDERSTANDING�THE�MEANING�OF�racism.

[Racism] originates from a mindset that regards “them” as different from “us” in ways that are per-
manent and unbridgeable. This sense of difference provides a motive or rationale for using our power 
advantage to treat the . . . Other in ways that we would regard as cruel or unjust if applied to members 
of our own group.1

Now rewrite the definition in your own words:

Write at least one synonym (or other word closely related to racism) and one antonym:

1  George M. Fredrickson, Racism: A Short History��0RINCETON��.*��0RINCETON�5NIVERSITY�0RESS������	����

Handout
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A CLASS DIVIDED 
Third-grade teacher, Jane Elliott, meets with her former class to 
discuss the experiment on discrimination she conducted 15 years 
earlier and the effects it had on their lives. She also gives the 
lesson to employees of the Iowa prison system. 

https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/video/class-
divided?backlink=https://www.facinghistory.org/books-
borrowing/class-divided 
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“Kristallnacht”: The November 
1938 Pogroms Viewing Guide
Directions: In the video “Kristallnacht”: The November 1938 Pogroms, scholars discuss the events of 
Kristallnacht (“The Night of Broken Glass”), a series of violent attacks against Jews in Germany, Austria, and 
part of Czechoslovakia in November 1938. As you watch the film, record notes that help you answer the first 
two questions on this handout. Then respond to the third question after you have finished viewing the film. 

1. What did Jews experience during and immediately after Kristallnacht?

2. What do you imagine other Germans would have seen and experienced that night and in the following
days?

3. To what extent was Kristallnacht similar to what had come before? How was Kristallnacht different?

Handout
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EVE SHALEN: THE IN GROUP 

https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/video/eve-shalen-group
My eighth grade class consisted of 28 students, most of whom had known each other 
from the age of five or six. The class was closely knit. We knew each other so well that 
most of us could distinguish the others' handwriting at a glance. Having grown up 
together did not, however, prevent the existence of class outcasts. 

From second grade on, a small elite group seemed to spend a large portion of their time 
harassing two or three of the others. I was one of those two or three, though I don't 
know why. In most cases where children get picked on, it is because they aren't good at 
sports, or they read too much, or they wear the wrong clothes, or they are of a different 
race. But in my class, we all read too much and didn't know how to play sports. 

We had also all been carefully brought up to respect each other's races. This is what was 
so strange about my situation. Usually, people are made outcasts because they are in 
some way different than the larger group. But in my class, large differences did not exist. 
It was as if the outcasts had been invented by the group out of a need for them. 
Differences between us did not cause hatred. Hatred caused the differences between us. 

The harassment was subtle. It came in the form of muffled giggles when I talked, and 
rolled eyes when I turned around. If I was out on the playground and approached a 
group of people, they often fell silent. Sometimes, someone would not see me coming 
and I would catch the tail end of a joke at my expense. 

I also have a memory of a different kind. There was another girl in our class who was, 
perhaps, even more rejected than I. She also tried harder than I did for acceptance, 
providing the group with ample material for jokes. One day during lunch, I was sitting 
outside watching a basketball game. One of the most popular girls in the class came up 
to me to show me something she said I wouldn't want to miss. 

We walked to a corner of the playground where a group of three or four sat. One of them 
read aloud from a small book which I was told was the girl's diary. I sat down, and 
laughing till my sides hurt, heard my voice finally blend with the others. 

Looking back, I wonder how I could have participated in mocking this girl when I knew 
perfectly well what it felt like to be mocked myself. I would like to say that if I were in 
that situation today I would react differently, but I can't honestly be sure. 

Often, being accepted by others is far more satisfying than being accepted by oneself. 
Though that satisfaction does not last, too often our actions are determined by the 
moment. 
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Kristallnacht Testimony  
Viewing Guide

1. While watching Elsbeth Lewin’s testimony, write down a phrase or sentence that resonates with you. 

2. After watching Elsbeth’s testimony, write a word or a short phrase that describes how you felt while 
listening to her story. 

3. What can you learn about Kristallnacht from the personal testimony of Elsbeth Lewin that you could not 
learn from other sources, such as readings or videos, that focus on the historical aspects of the event? 

Handout
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A Visitor’s Perspective on Kristallnacht
René Juvet, a Swiss merchant, was visiting friends in the countryside during the events 
of Kristallnacht. The next morning he drove to the town of Bayreuth, where he saw 
people watching as houses burned to the ground. At one point, he got out of his car to 
take a closer look at a crowd gathered in front of a warehouse where dozens of Jews 
were being held. I was reluctant to add myself to the assembled crowd but I had to see 
with my own eyes what was happening there. Through the great windows you could see 
perhaps fifty people in a bleak, empty hall. Most of them stood against the wall, staring 
gloomily, a few walked restlessly about, others were sitting—in spite of the severe cold—
on the bare floor. Almost all of them, incidentally, were inadequately dressed; some only 
had thrown on a topcoat over their nightclothes. The SA people who had picked them up 
during the night had apparently not allowed them time to put on more clothing. 
Compared to what happened later, this was only a small beginning. At the end of his 
description of Kristallnacht, Juvet writes: 

To the credit of my [non-Jewish German colleagues] I can report that they—with the 
exception of Neder, who took part in the operation in his role as an SA Führer—
disapproved of the excesses. Some more, others less. Waldmeyer said nothing, but he 
was very thoughtful in ensuing days; Hoffmann, who could almost count himself as one 
of the old guard, made no attempt to conceal his horror from me. I also heard that the 
workers were outraged. . . . 

A little while after this I met our Nuremberg representative, a harmless and industrious 
person. He was a member of the SA but was, by chance, kept away from home that 
evening. . . . 

“I am happy I was not in Nuremberg that evening, it certainly would have rubbed me the 
wrong way,” said our representative. 

I asked him whether he would have taken part if he had been there. “Of course,” he said, 
“orders are orders.” 

His words clarified a whole lot of things for me. 

Connection Questions 

1. What words and phrases do René Juvet and his acquaintances use to describe 
Kristallnacht? What attitudes does their language convey? 

2. An SA member tells Juvet that even though he did not like the violence on 
Kristallnacht, he would have participated if called upon to do so, because “orders 
are orders.” What do you think Juvet means by writing, “His words clarified a 
whole lot of things for me”? What did the SA man’s words clarify for Juvet? What 
do the SA man’s words suggest to you? How might they help us understand why 
some people chose to participate? 

3. Why might people participate in violence even if they don’t fully support its 
goals? 
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World Responses to Kristallnacht
Newspapers around the world reported the events of Kristallnacht. The following story 
by Otto D. Tolischus of the New York Times was typical of many. 

A wave of destruction, looting and incendiaries [fires] unparalleled in Germany since the 
Thirty Years War and in Europe generally since the Bolshevist revolution, swept over 
Greater Germany today as National Socialist cohorts took vengeance on Jewish shops, 
offices and synagogues for the murder by a young Polish Jew of Ernst vom Rath, third 
secretary of the German Embassy in Paris. 

Beginning systematically in the early morning hours in almost every town and city in the 
country, the wrecking, looting and burning continued all day. Huge but mostly silent 
crowds looked on and the police confined themselves to regulating traffic and making 
wholesale arrests of Jews “for their own protection.” 

All day the main shopping districts as well as the side streets of Berlin and innumerable 
other places resounded to the shattering of shop windows falling to the pavement, the 
dull thuds of furniture and burning shops and synagogues. Although shop fires were 
quickly extinguished, synagogue fires were merely kept from spreading to adjoining 
buildings. 

People everywhere were outraged. As the archbishop of Canterbury, Cosmo Gordon 
Lang, wrote in a November 12 letter to the editor of the London Times, “There are times 
when the mere instincts of humanity make silence impossible.” Thousands of Americans 
agreed. They showed their outrage at huge rallies held in support of German Jews. In 
reporting these events to Berlin, the German ambassador expressed a fear that such 
protests might jeopardize the agreement concerning the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia. 

Leaders in Britain and France were very careful in how they responded. When members 
of Britain’s Parliament asked Neville Chamberlain to condemn the pogrom, he simply 
said that newspaper reports were “substantially correct.” He also expressed “deep and 
widespread sympathy” for those who were “to suffer so severely” for the “senseless crime 
committed in Paris.” 

Similar comments from French leaders led the editor of a newspaper called La 
Lumière to warn, “In the past, when we protested against massacres in Ethiopia, China, 
Spain, we were told, ‘Silence! You are warmongering.’ When we protested against the 
mutilation of Czechoslovakia, we were told ‘Keep quiet! You are a war party.’ Today, 
when we protest against the contemptible persecution of defenseless Jews and their 
wives and children, we are told, ‘Be silent! France is afraid.’” 

Condemnation from leaders in the United States was broad-based and widespread. 
Clergymen of all faiths spoke out against the burning of synagogues; politicians of all 
parties—Republicans and Democrats, isolationists and interventionists—denounced the 
violence against Jews and their houses of worship. The only world leader to take a stand 
was President Franklin D. Roosevelt. On November 15, six days after the pogrom, he 
opened a press conference by stating, “The news of the last few days from Germany has 
deeply shocked public opinion in the United States. Such news from any part of the 
world would produce a similar profound reaction among American people in every part 
of the nation. I myself could scarcely believe that such things could occur in a twentieth-
century civilization.”  
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In the Chicago Daily News for November 23, 1938, the cartoonist Cecil Jensen pleaded for 
world leaders to help Europe’s Jews. 

But Roosevelt’s response had to take into account widespread isolationist and antisemitic 
feelings in his administration, in Congress, and in the country. At his press conference, 
Roosevelt announced that the United States was withdrawing its ambassador to 
Germany, but he did not offer to help the thousands of Jews who were trying desperately 
to leave the Third Reich.  

Despite the outrage against the violence in Germany, there was not much support for 
lifting or modifying immigration restrictions. Since the beginning of the Great Depression 
in 1929, Americans had been worried about unemployment and the economy and coping 
with labor unrest. They had been unwilling to confront racism in their own country and 
fearful of being drawn into foreign conflicts in which they felt their country had no 
interest. All these matters seemed much more important than the problem of stateless 
Jews in Europe. Although many were willing to accept a few famous writers, artists, and 
scientists who happened to be Jews, they were not willing to let in thousands of other 
Jews. 

Few Americans were violently antisemitic, but many felt that Jews should be “kept in 
their place.” Enforcement of the nation’s immigration laws reflected these views. The 
United States could legally admit 27,000 immigrants from Germany each year. Yet in 
1934, the State Department had allowed only about 5,000 to enter the country. 
Approximately 6,000 were permitted to enter in 1935 and less than 11,000 in 1936. 

In February 1939, Senator Robert Wagner of New York and Representative Edith Nourse 
Rogers of Massachusetts sponsored a bill based on a popular British program. Between 
1938 and 1939, the British admitted 10,000 unaccompanied Jewish children from 
“Greater Germany” as part of a program known as the Kindertransport (children’s 
transport). Wagner and Rogers wanted Congress to temporarily admit 20,000 Jewish 
children until it was safe for them to return home. The first 10,000 would arrive in 1939 
and the remaining 10,000 in 1940. Most of these children were too young to work, so 
they would not take away jobs from Americans. Furthermore, their stay would not cost 
taxpayers a penny because various Jewish groups had agreed to assume financial 
responsibility for the children. 

Yet the bill encountered strong opposition. In January 1939, Gallup, a polling 
organization, began asking Americans the following question: “It has been proposed to 
bring to this country 10,000 refugee children from Germany—most of them Jewish—to 
be taken care of in American homes. Should the government permit these children to 
come in?” 

 In response, 61% said that the government should not permit the children to come into 
the country, 30% said that the children should be permitted to come, and 9% said that 
they had no opinion. 

Why, some opponents asked, were Christian children from countries threatened by the 
Nazis or Chinese children (Japan had invaded China in 1935) not included? Others 
made openly antisemitic remarks. The wife of the US commissioner of immigration (and 
the cousin of President Roosevelt) warned that those “20,000 charming children would 
all too soon grow into 20,000 ugly adults.” 

 The bill was never passed. 
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In the summer of 1940, after World War II had begun and the Germans were bombing 
British cities, the US Congress did vote to accept thousands of British children, mostly 
non-Jewish, into the country. 

Connection Questions 

1. How do foreign leaders’ responses to Kristallnacht compare to their responses to 
Germany’s aggressive expansion into Austria and the Sudetenland?  

2. How did the editor of La Lumière describe the difference between the response 
to Kristallnacht and the response to other nations’ massacres?  

3. How would you interpret the Gallup poll taken in January 1939? What does it 
suggest about the United States’ universe of obligation at the time? 

4. The archbishop of Canterbury wrote, “There are times when the mere instincts of 
humanity make silence impossible.” What does he mean by “the mere instincts of 
humanity”? When are those times?  

5. Does a nation have the right and the responsibility to interfere in the internal 
events of another country when it believes those events are wrong? 
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The Hangman
The Hangman By Maurice Ogden 

1.  
Into our town the Hangman came 
Smelling of gold and blood and flame— 
And he paced our bricks with a diffident air 
And built his frame on the courthouse square. 

The scaffold stood by the courthouse side, 
Only as wide as the door was wide; 
A frame as tall, or little more,  
Than the capping sill of the courthouse door. 

And we wondered, whenever we had the time, 
Who the criminal, what the crime, 
The Hangman judged with the yellow twist 
Of knotted hemp in his busy fist. 

And innocent though we were, with dread 
We passed those eyes of buckshot lead;  
Till one cried: “Hangman, who is he 
For whom you raise the gallows-tree?” 

Then a twinkle grew in the buckshot eye, 
And he gave us a riddle instead of reply: 
“He who serves me best,” said he, 
“Shall earn the rope on the gallows-tree.” 

And he stepped down, and laid his hand  
On a man who came from another land. 
And we breathed again, for another’s grief 
At the Hangman’s hand was our relief. 

And the gallows-frame on the courthouse lawn 
By tomorrow’s sun would be struck and gone.  
So we gave him way, and no one spoke, 
Out of respect for his hangman’s cloak. 

2. 
The next day’s sun looked mildly down 
On roof and street in our quiet town 
And, stark and black in the morning air, 
The gallows-tree on the courthouse square. 

And the Hangman stood at his usual stand  
With the yellow hemp in his busy hand;  
With his buckshot eye and his jaw like a pike  
And his air so knowing and businesslike. 

And we cried: “Hangman, have you not done, 
Yesterday, with the alien one?” 
Then we fell silent, and stood amazed: 
“Oh, not for him was the gallows raised . . .” 

He laughed a laugh as he looked at us: 
“ . . . Did you think I’d gone to all this fuss 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To hang one man? That’s a thing I do 
To stretch the rope when the rope is new.” 

Then one cried “Murderer!” One cried “Shame!” 
And into our midst the Hangman came 
To that man’s place. “Do you hold,” said he, 
With him that’s meant for the gallows-tree?” 

And he laid his hand on that one’s arm, 
And we shrank back in quick alarm, 
And we gave him way, and no one spoke 
Out of fear of his hangman’s cloak. 

That night we saw with dread surprise 
The Hangman’s scaffold had grown in size. 
Fed by the blood beneath the chute  
The gallows-tree had taken root. 

Now as wide, or a little more,  
Than the steps that led to the courthouse door, 
As tall as the writing, or nearly as tall, 
Halfway up on the courthouse wall. 

3. 
The third he took—and we had all heard tell— 
Was a usurer and infidel. And: 
“What,” said the Hangman, “have you to do 
With the gallows-bound, and he a Jew?” 

And we cried out: “Is this one he 
Who has served you well and faithfully?” 
The Hangman smiled: “It’s a clever scheme 
To try the strength of the gallows-beam.” 

The fourth man’s dark, accusing song 
Had scratched out comfort hard and long;  
And “What concern,” he gave us back, 
“Have you for the doomed—the doomed and black?” 

The fifth. The sixth. And we cried again: 
“Hangman, Hangman, is this the man?” 
“It’s a trick,” he said, “that we hangmen know  
For easing the trap when the trap springs slow.” 

And so we ceased and asked no more,  
As the Hangman tallied his bloody score; 
And sun by sun, and night by night, 
The gallows grew to monstrous height. 

The wings of the scaffold opened wide 
Till they covered the square from side to side;  
And the monster cross-beam, looking down,  
Cast its shadow across the town. 

4. 
Then through the town the Hangman came 
And called in the empty streets my name, 
And I looked at the gallows soaring tall 
And thought: “There is no one left at all 

For hanging, and so he calls to me  
To help him pull down the gallows-tree.” 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And I went out with right good hope 
To the Hangman’s tree and the Hangman’s rope. 

He smiled at me as I came down 
To the courthouse square through the silent town, 
And supple and stretched in his busy hand 
Was the yellow twist of the hempen strand. 

And he whistled his tune as he tried the trap  
And it sprang down with a ready snap— 
And then with a smile of awful command 
He laid his hand upon my hand. 

“You tricked me, Hangman!” I shouted then, 
“That your scaffold was built for other men . . .  
And I no henchman of yours,” I cried. 
“You lied to me, Hangman, foully lied!” 

Then a twinkle grew in the buckshot eye: 
“Lied to you? Tricked you?” he said, “Not I.  
For I answered straight and I told you true: 
The scaffold was raised for none but you.” 

“For who has served me more faithfully 
Than you with your coward’s hope?” said he,  
“And where are the others that might have stood 
Side by your side in the common good?” 

“Dead,” I whispered: and amiably, 
“Murdered,” the Hangman corrected me;  
“First the alien, then the Jew . . . 
I did no more than you let me do.” 

Beneath the beam that blocked the sky, 
None had stood so alone as I— 
And the Hangman strapped me, and no voice there  
Cried “Stay!” for me in the empty square. 

Connection Questions 

1. In the poem, what choices are open to the townspeople when the Hangman arrives? 
What choices are left by the time he has finished his work in the town? Was there a way 
to stop the Hangman? If so, how? If not, why not? 

2. How does the poem relate to Germany and the world of the 1930s? How does it relate to 
society today? What does it suggest about the challenges of speaking out and taking 
action in the face of complacency and uncertainty? 

3. What is the meaning of the Hangman’s riddle: “‘He who serves me best,’ said he, ‘shall 
earn the rope on the gallows-tree’”? 

4. In 1933, Martin Niemöller, a leader of the Confessing Church, voted for the Nazi Party. 
By 1938, he was in a concentration camp. After the war, he is believed to have said, “In 
Germany, the Nazis came for the Communists, and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a 
Communist. Then they came for the Jews, and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a Jew. 
Then they came for the trade unionists, and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a trade 
unionist. Then they came for the Catholics, and I didn’t speak up because I was a 
Protestant. Then they came for me, and by that time there was no one left to speak for 
me.” How is the point Niemöller makes similar to the one that the poet Maurice Ogden 
makes in “The Hangman”? 
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Nazi Telegram with Instructions for Kristallnacht, November 10, 
1938 

 A translation of a telegram sent from Reinhard Heydrich, Major General of the SS, on 

November 10, 1938, that instructed local German officers on how to carry out the anti-

Jewish measures that became known as Kristallnacht. 

SECRET!  
Copy of Most Urgent telegram from Munich on November 10, 1938, 1:20 a.m. 
To all: Headquarters and Stations of the State (Political) Police 
To all: Local and Regional Offices of the Security Service (SD) 
Urgent! For immediate attention of Chief and his deputy! 
Re: Measures Against the Jews Tonight. 

Because of the assassination of Legation Secretary vom Rath in Paris, demonstrations 

throughout the Reich are to be expected tonight — November 9 to 10, 1938. The 

following orders are issued for dealing with these occurrences.  

1) Upon receipt of this telegram, the chiefs of the political police [Gestapo] stations or 

their deputies must immediately contact the appropriate political authorities for their 

district [the local Nazi Party leaders] . . . by telephone to arrange a discussion about the 

conduct of the demonstrations. This discussion should include the competent Inspector 

or Commander of the Order Police. . . 

[The local] political authorities are to be informed that the German police have received 

from the Reichsfuhrer SS and the Chief of the German police the following orders to 

which the actions of the political authorities should be correspondingly adjusted: 

a) Only such actions may be carried out which do not threaten German lives or property 

(e.g., burning of synagogues only when there is no threat of fire to the surroundings). 

b) Stores and residences of Jews may only be destroyed but not looted. The police are 

instructed to supervise compliance with this order and to arrest looters. 
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c) Special care is to be taken on commercial streets that non-Jewish businesses are 

completely secured against damage. 

d) Foreign citizens, even if they are Jewish, may not be molested. 

2) . . .demonstrations in progress should not be prevented by the police but only 

supervised for compliance with the guidelines. 

3) . . .existing archival material is to be impounded by the police in all synagogues and 

offices of the Jewish community centers to prevent its destruction in the course of the 

demonstrations. . . . [This material] is to be turned over to the. . . offices of the SD. 

4) The direction of Security Police [both political and criminal divisions] operations 

relating to the anti-Jewish demonstrations resides with Political Police authorities except 

when orders are issued by Security Police inspectors. Officials from the Criminal Police as 

well as members of the Security Service (SD), of the SS paramilitary units, and of the 

general SS may be called upon to carry out Security Police operations. 

5) As soon as the course of events during this night allows the assigned police officers to 

be used for this purpose, as many Jews—particularly affluent Jews—are to be arrested in 

all districts as can be accommodated in existing detention facilities. For the time being, 

only healthy male Jews, whose age is not too advanced, are to be arrested. Immediately 

after the arrests have been carried out, the appropriate concentration camps should be 

contacted to place the Jews into camps as quickly as possible. Special care should be 

taken that Jews arrested on the basis of this instruction are not mistreated. 

6) The contents of this order are to be passed on to the competent Inspectors and 

Commanders of the Order Police and to regional and local sectors of the SD. . . . 

The chief of the Order Police has issued the corresponding instructions to the Order 

Police including the fire brigades. Close coordination is to be maintained between the 

Security Police and the Order Police during the implementation of the ordered actions 

[Reinhard] Heydrich SS-Gruppenführer [SS-Major General, Nazi Chief of Security Police] 
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Grynszpan  

When Ernst vom Rath went to work on the morning of November 7, 1938, he had no idea he 
would soon be mortally wounded—or that his death would serve as the excuse for a two-day 
terror attack on German Jews. He was at work at the German embassy in Paris when Herschel 
Grynszpan, a 17-year-old Polish Jew, walked up to him and fired five times at close range. 

Days later, vom Rath was dead and the streets of Germany were littered with shards of broken 
glass. The young diplomat’s death was used as the excuse for Kristallnacht, a two-day, 
nationwide pogrom against Germany’s Jews that is now seen as a harbinger for the Holocaust. 
But who was the man whose death supposedly instigated the violence, and why did Grynszpan 
kill him? 

Vom Rath would not even be a historical footnote had it not been for the political forces that 
swept through Germany when he was in his early twenties. He was born in 1909 to a Frankfurt 
politician, and later studied law. In 1932, he made a decision that would influence not only his 
brief life but world history: He joined the Nazi Party. 

Hitler was not yet in power, but the party was increasingly attracting Germans looking for relief 
from the country’s financial plight in the aftermath of World War I. Vom Rath was an enthusiastic 
participant, and in 1933 he joined the party’s paramilitary wing. The Sturmabteilung, or SA, 
was known for its violence and loyalty to the party’s leader, Adolf Hitler. Functioning as a kind 
of private army, it protected Nazi rallies, hassled Jews and engaged in street violence on behalf of 
the party. This loyalty was rewarded. In 1934, Hitler purged the SA of suspected enemies, 
consolidating his own political power and putting the most dedicated Nazis in charge. 
Apparently, vom Rath passed the test—he survived the purge and became a low-level diplomat. 
Still, he may never have been in the history books if not for his murder. Witnesses said that 
Grynszpan simply walked into the embassy, asked vom Rath a question, and shot him. The boy 
didn’t resist arrest, and while in custody he told authorities that he had shot vom Rath as an act 
of revenge for the expulsion of Polish Jews from Germany earlier in 1938. Though Grynszpan 
lived in Paris, he had heard that his parents, like thousands of other Jews, were living in limbo in 
a refugee camp near the Polish border after they were denied entry into Poland. the murder was 
the perfect excuse for the Nazis to escalate their campaign of hatred against Jews. Hitler sent his 
personal doctor to care for vom Rath and when he died, propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels 
gave a speech indicating that the Nazis would not quash any “spontaneous” protests against the 
Jews, who were blamed for the murder. Conveniently, vom Rath died on the anniversary of 
the Beer Hall Putsch, a failed 1923 coup that catapulted Hitler into the German national 
consciousness. Whipped into a frenzy by Goebbels’ words and their hatred of Jews, Nazis all over 
the country began to prepare for violence. Though violence appeared spontaneous, it was 
anything but: It was well organized and dictated by specific instructions from the Nazi 
Party.Between November 9 and 10, 267 synagogues, countless businesses and the homes of 
thousands of Jews were looted and destroyed. At least 91 Jews were killed and up to 30,000 men 
were arrested merely because they were Jewish. The pogrom is now seen as the unofficial kickoff 
of the Holocaust—a powerful message that Jews were unwelcome in Germany.A week after his 
death, vom Rath was given a lavish state funeral. “We understand the challenge, and we accept 
it,” Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop said during his funeral oration. Germany’s war on 
Jews had begun in earnest.Though many details of the murder of European Jews by the Nazis 
are now known, Grynszpan’s fate is still unclear. He was held for years pending a show trial 
intended to blame the events of the war on Jews, but it is uncertain what happened to him after 
1942. In 2016, a photo surfaced that might show Grynszpan in a displaced person’s camp in 
1946 
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The past three days brought significant changes in our lives.  On November 7 a German legation 
member was assassinated in Paris. He died two days later.  The day following, on November 10 
[sic], came the consequences. 

 At three o’clock the synagogue and the Jewish youth center were put on fire.  Then they began 
to destroy Jewish businesses. During the morning, private homes also were being demolished.  
Fires were started at single homes belonging to Jews.  At six-thirty in the morning the Gestapo 
came to our home and arrested Father and Mother [. . .] Mother returned after about one and a 
half hours.  Dad remained and was put in prison. In the morning I went to the Ferse home. 
Bobby was at the synagogue and at the youth center in the morning and saw how they burned. 
Later we went to the day care center where the children had been brought from the community 
home, which they had to flee during the night. 

We [. . .] returned to our neighborhood by two o’clock.  Not far from us we saw a gang 
vandalizing a home, throwing things out of the window. When I went around the corner and 
looked up my street there was nothing to see. It looked peaceful. I, therefore, returned directly to 
our house.  when I turned into the front yard I saw that the house was damaged. I walked on 
glass splinters. In the hallway I met Frau Baum, who lived upstairs. I ran  into our apartment 
and found unbelievable destruction in every room. It was the same in the apartment of the 
caretaker below us. Mother and Grandmother were there.  My parents’ instruments were 
destroyed, the dishes were broken, the windows were broken, furniture upturned, the desk was 
turned over, drawers and mirrors were broken, and the radio smashed. The kitchen and the 
bathroom were untouched.  The upstairs room also was left alone, including my father’s cello. 
The cellar also was not disturbed. The apartment of the caretaker, Bachrach, was in much worse 
condition. 

In the evening, mother brought gold and other valuables for safekeeping to Christian 
acquaintances.We wanted to spend the night at home, but the caretaker, Frau Bachrach, urged us 
to go to her relatives, the Herzfelds, where we spent the night. I read until late. In the middle of 
the night, at 2:30 A.M., the Storm Troopers [Sturmabteilung, or SA, also known as the 
Brownshirts] smashed windows and threw stones against store shutters. After a few minutes they 
demanded to be let into the house.  Allegedly they were looking for weapons. After they found 
no weapons they left. After that no one was able to go back to sleep. Everyone sat in one room. I 
tried but could not sleep. After a while I went back to where they  were sitting and found they 
had dozed off. The time passed terribly slowly. Then we thought there was still another person in 
the house who was making noise. Finally, at 5 A.M. I saw a policeman outside who walked back 
and forth. I shall never forget that night. 

The next day, rumor had it that children under sixteen years of age would also be arrested. I 
wanted to flee and ride my bicycle to Christian friends of my parents who lived in the Rhineland. 
Mother objected, however, and I remained at home, of course. The next night we all wanted to 
sleep at home, but we were too upset. At nine-thirty at night we went to the Kosmanns’ where 
the gangsters had already been, that is, they had destroyed everything. We had calmed down 
somewhat and slept there quite well. 

Books could be written about all that had happened and about which we now begin to learn 
more. But, I have to be careful. A new regulation was issued that the Jews in Germany had to 
pay one billion reichmarks for restitution. What for? For the damage the Nazis had done to the 
Jews in Germany. I shall return to that subject later. My room will stay as it is. I am not going to 
go to school as long as Dad is not at home. I now want to get to Erez Israel as quickly as possible, 
maybe with the first Youth Aliyah. 

 The plan for making aliyah was made some time ago. The Bund of course has come to a 
standstill. Its leaders were arrested.
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RESISTANCE POEM

By Haim Guri and Monia Avrahami

To smuggle a loaf of bread — was to resist. To teach in 
secret — was to resist. To gather information and 
distribute an underground newsletter — was to resist. 
To cry out warning and shatter illusions — was to 
resist. To rescue a Torah scroll — was to resist. To 
forge documents — was to resist. To smuggle people 
across borders — was to resist. To chronicle events and 
conceal the records — was to resist. To extend a 
helping hand to those in need — was to resist. To dare 
to speak out, at the risk of one's life — was to resist. To 
stand empty-handed against the killers — was to resist. 
To reach the besieged, smuggling weapons and 
commands — was to resist. To take up arms in streets, 
mountains and forests — was to resist. To rebel in the 
death camps — was to resist. To rise up in the ghettos, 
amid tumbling walls, in the most desperate revolt 
humanity has ever known…
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Growing Up with Racism
Lisa Delpit is an educator who grew up in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, at a time when police 
officers patrolled the street that separated the city’s black and white residents. Although that time 
in history has passed, her experiences continue to shape Delpit’s views, including her hopes and 
fears for her child. In a letter to her daughter, Maya, Delpit writes:
As much as I think of you as my gift to the world, I am constantly made aware that there are 
those who see you otherwise.
Although you don’t realize it yet, it is solely because of your color that the police officers in our 
predominantly white neighborhood stop you to “talk” when you walk our dog. You think they’re 
being friendly, but when you tell me that one of their first questions is always, “Do you live 
around here?” I know that they question your right to be here, that somehow your being here 
threatens their sense of security....
I did not have to be told much when I was your age. When I was growing up in Louisiana in the 
1950s and 1960s, the color lines were very clearly drawn. I followed my mother to the back 
entrance of the doctor’s office, marked “colored.” I knew which water fountain I was supposed to 
drink from. On the bus ride to my all-black school, I watched white children walk to schools just 
two or three blocks from my house.
In large part, my childhood years were wrapped in the warm cocoon of family and community 
who all knew each other and looked out for one another. However, I remember clearly my racing 
heart, my sweaty-palmed fear of the white policemen who entered my father’s small restaurant 
one night and hit him with nightsticks, the helpless terror when there were rumors in our school 
yard that the Ku Klux Klan would be riding, the anxiety of knowing my college-aged foster 
sister had joined the civil-rights marchers in a face-off against the white policemen and their 
dogs. And, I remember, my Maya, the death of your grandfather when I was seven, who died of 
kidney failure because the “colored” ward wasn’t yet allowed the use of the brand-new dialysis 
machine.
Your world is very different, at least on its surface. In many ways now is a more confusing time 
to live....
As any mother would, I have a great need to protect you, but it is hard to know how. My 
childhood experience was different from yours. As was the case in many African-American 
Louisiana families, our family was a rainbow of colors from chocolate-brown brunettes to peach-
colored blondes...I was the light-skinned, freckled, red-headed child, who always got the sunburn 
whenever we went to the beach. Because of my coloring, I had another role, too. When traveling 
by car, African Americans were not allowed to use the restrooms or other facilities white 
travelers took for granted. Black families had to develop all sorts of strategies to make a road trip 
workable. When it was time for a rest stop, one of our ruses was to pull around to the side of the 
service station and send in the one who looked most like white to get the key. Then, outside of 
the attendant’s view, everyone would use the facility.
Decades later, when you were an infant, your aunt and I drove to Mississippi. I had not made that 
trip for many years, and although segregation was officially over, I still felt uneasy at the rest 
stops. Any African American would. There were Confederate flags printed on every possible 
souvenir in the gift shops, and restaurants and gas stations were filled with burly, white, 
cigarette-smoking men with gun racks mounted in their rear windows. Heart racing, cradling my 
beautiful brown baby, I suddenly realized I did not know how to protect you from the vicious 
hatred in some of the eyes that stared at us. Or, for that matter, from a society whose very 
structure privileges some and marginalizes you.
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...When I was in my segregated, all-black elementary school, we were told by teachers and 
parents that we had to excel, that we had to “do better than” any white kids because the world 
was already on their side. When your cousin Joey was in high school, I remember berating him 
for getting a “D” in chemistry. His response was, “What do you expect of me? The white kids get 
C’s.” Recently a colleague tried to help an African-American middle-schooler to learn 
multiplication. The student looked up at the teacher and said, “Why are you trying to teach me 
this? Black people don’t multiply. Multiplication is for white people.” You know, Maya, I think 
that may be the biggest challenge you and other brown children will face—not believing the 
limits that others place upon you.

•
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SUBWAY RIDERS SCRUB ANTI-SEMITIC GRAFFITI AS 
‘DECENT HUMAN BEINGS” 

Returning home on Saturday night after a dinner in Manhattan with some longtime 
friends, Gregory Locke boarded a No. 1 subway train and was confronted with an ugly 
sight. 

The car’s windows and posters were covered in anti-Semitic graffiti, according to 
accounts from Mr. Locke and another passenger in the car, Jared Nied. Messages 
like “Jews belong in the oven” and “destroy Israel, Heil Hitler,” had been written over 
subway maps, as shown by photographs taken on the train. Swastikas were drawn in 
black marker on the doors and windows. 

Mr. Locke, 27, a New York lawyer, said in a phone interview that his first reaction was 
shock, “especially once I realized how many instances of graffiti were on the train car.” 

“But the shock quickly subsides and turns into a sort of a realistic horror,” he said. “You 
realize it’s appalling but it’s also not surprising at the same time.” 
Neither man reported the graffiti to the police, and neither the New York Police 
Department nor the Metropolitan Transportation Authority had a record of any report. 

Mr. Nied, 36, was returning home from his work as a sous-chef around 7 p.m. and 
boarded the train at 42nd Street. He said in a phone interview that his reaction to the 
graffiti, which he noticed immediately, must have been written on his face, and he soon 
attracted the attention of another commuter. 

“There was a lady sitting across from me under the map, and she said, ‘Oh that’s 
absolutely horrible,’” he said. “‘Do you think there’s any way we can erase it?’” 

Mr. Nied had many times used a Sharpie when he had meant to use a dry-erase marker, 
and he knew from experience that alcohol would work to erase the graffiti. 

“A light bulb went on, and I just asked, ‘Does anyone have hand sanitizer?’” he said. 

Mr. Nied and several other commuters began to wipe away the graffiti, their actions 
captured in photographs taken by Mr. Locke, who wrote on Facebook about his 
experience. By late Sunday afternoon, more than 518,000 people had reacted to the post 
on Facebook, and the post had been shared more than 354,000 times.“I’ve never seen so 
many people simultaneously reach into their bags and pockets looking for tissues and 
Purell,” Mr. Locke wrote. “Within about two minutes, all the Nazi symbolism was gone.” 
Mr. Nied said that the episode had lasted less than five minutes and that the passengers 
were able to erase the graffiti before the train reached 96th Street. He returned a bottle 
of hand sanitizer to one of the riders, apologizing for having used most of it. 

“We sat down and glanced around at each other and settled back into the commute,” he 
said. 

Both men said they understood that there might be skepticism about their accounts. 

“I understand the criticism, but unfortunately, I don’t have an answer for it,” Mr. Locke 
said. “I would probably be suspicious, too, if I didn’t take the pictures.” 
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Detective Ahmed Nasser of the New York Police Department said that while the episode 
had not been reported on Saturday, other reports of anti-Semitic graffiti had been logged 
recently: A recycling container downtown was reportedly defaced with the words “Jews 
are a virus” in black ink in January, and swastikas were found etched on a northbound F 
train this month. 

A separate episode, in which a passenger on a B train saw that a swastika on an 
American flag had been transformed into a message of love, drew a comment from Gov. 
Andrew M. Cuomo on Sunday. 
On Saturday night, Mr. Nied sent a text to his wife, Jacquline, and to a friend with a 
photograph of the graffiti, but he did not consider the prospect that someone else might 
have taken photos. He said it had not even crossed his mind until more than an hour 
later, when his wife looked at her phone. 

“She said, ‘Dude, you’re going viral,’” he recalled. 

He added: “It was a very New York moment in that we all came together, we all teamed 
up, and then we settled back down. I don’t think any of those people really spoke, truth 
be told. Everyone kind of just did their jobs of being decent human beings.” 

Manhattan sous-chef Jared Nied was honored by the Anti-
Defamation League on Wednesday, for leading a group of 
New Yorkers in removing anti-Semitic graffiti on a subway 
car
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USC alum Zach Banner uses 
platform to fight anti-semitism 

July 11, 2020 
/ 
Shayna Kobrinetz 

Share: 
   More 
When USC football alum Zach Banner posted a video in response to an anti-Semitic Instagram 
post by DeSean Jackson on Twitter on Wednesday afternoon, he became one of the first NFL 
players to speak out on the issue. Little did he know how much attention and praise he would 
receive for speaking out in the video, which has now been viewed more than 700,000 times. 

"I just needed to be able to post something," Banner explained. "I could never imagine it was 
going to get this much attention." 

In his heartfelt video, Banner, an All-American offensive tackle for the Trojans who now plays for 
the Pittsburgh Steelers, explained that his friends from USC taught him about the Jewish 
community. Banner was a member of Zeta Beta Tau, a historically Jewish fraternity, and credits 
his ZBT brothers with sharing their family's experiences as part of his learning about the Jewish 
community. 

"We shouldn't be blind to other groups' history, traditions and other stuff they have gone through, 
some of the things that have set them back," said Banner, emphasizing the importance of 
education. "If you don't know what the Holocaust is, you're really just failing yourself." 

Banner's words quickly began gaining traction on social media, and he began receiving messages 
from people who felt the impact of his words on a personal level, sharing that his message made 
them cry. 

"To be able to uplift anybody, and be able to make someone's day, one individual is okay to me, 
but when that love is appreciated worldwide, it's almost too much, because I am just so proud of 
not only myself but when I do something like that, but I'm representing my friends," Banner said. 

Banner said he only slept for 45 minutes on Wednesday night, overwhelmed by the response he 
had received. 

Banner's B3 Foundation, which supports youth in Tacoma, Wash., Los Angeles and Guam, has 
received an outpouring of support as well, receiving more than $50,000 in donations since 
Wednesday. The donations received have been in increments of $18, a Jewish tradition honoring 
the numeric value assigned to Hebrew letters that mean "life." 

"It's just really, really powerful to know that in response to sticking my neck out, they have not 
only put their arm around me and said, 'We appreciate it. We got your back as well,'" Banner 
said. 

Banner has continued the conversation on social media, supporting communities who need it 
through his words and actions. 

"I'm ready for that challenge, to be able to stand in solidarity with the Jewish community as I am 
also trying to uplift my own through the Black Lives Matter, and the Black and brown people," he 
said. 
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School for Barbarians 
From Facing History and Ourselves: 

Holocaust and Human Behavior, Chapter 5 
Hitler believed he was on side of the history. He claimed that “When an opponent 
declares, ‘I will not come over to your side,’ I calmly say, ‘Your child belongs to us 
already. You will pass on. Your descendants, however, now stand in the new camp. 
In a short time they will know nothing else but this new community.’” In Hitler’s 
mind, young Germans were the key. In speech after speech, he declared: 
We older ones are used up. Yes, we are old already... We are cowardly and 
sentimental... But my magnificent youngsters? Are there finer ones anywhere in the 
world? Look at these young men and boys? What material! With them I can make a 
new world... A violently active, dominating, intrepid, brutal youth – that is what I 
am after. Youth must be all those things. It must be indifferent to pain. There must 
be no weakness or tenderness in it. I want to see once more in its eyes the gleam 
of pride and independence of the beast of prey... I intend to have an athletic youth 
– that is the first and the chief thing... I will have no intellectual training. 
Knowledge is ruin to my young men. 
By 1939, about 90 percent of the “Aryan” children in Germany belonged to Nazi 
youth groups. They started at the age of six. At ten, boys were initiated into 
the Jungvolk and at fourteen promoted to the Hitler Youth or HJ (for Hitler Jugend). 
Girls belonged to the Jungmaedel and then the BDM (the Bund Deutscher Maedel or 
the League of German Girls). In such groups, said Hitler, “These young people will 
learn nothing else but how to think German and act German... And they will never 
be free again, not in their whole lives.” 
Erika Mann, a German who opposed the Nazis, wrote a book called School for 
Barbarians. It explained to Americans how the Nazis tried to carry out Hitler’s ideas. 
Every child says “Heil Hitler!” from 50 to 150 times a day, immeasurably more often 
than the old neutral greetings. The formula is required by law; if you meet a friend 
on the way to school, you say it; study periods are opened and closed with “Heil 
Hitler!”; “Heil Hitler!” says the postman, the street-car conductor, the girl who sells 
you notebooks at the stationery store; and if your parents’ first words when you 
come home to lunch are not “Heil Hitler!” they have been guilty of a punishable 
offense, and can be denounced. “Heil Hitler!” they shout, in the Jungvolk and Hitler 
Youth. “Heil Hitler!” cry the girls in the League of German Girls. Your evening 
prayers must close with “Heil Hitler!” if you take your devotions seriously. 
Officially – when you say hello to your superiors in school or in a group – the words 
are accompanied by the act of throwing the right arm high; but an unofficial 
greeting among equals requires only a comparatively lax lifting of the forearm, with 

the fingers closed and pointing forward. This Hitler greeting, this “German” 
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greeting, repeated countless times from morning to bedtime, stamps the whole day. 
“Heil” really means salvation, and used to be applied to relations between man and 
his God; one would speak of ewiges Heil (eternal salvation), and the adjective 
“holy” derives from the noun. But now there is the new usage... 
You leave the house in the morning, “Heil Hitler” on your lips; and on the stairs of 
your apartment house you meet the Blockwart. A person of great importance and 
some danger, the Blockwart has been installed by the government as a Nazi 
guardian. He controls the block, reporting on it regularly, checking up on the 
behavior of its residents. It’s worth it to face right about, military style, and to give 
him the “big” Hitler salute, with the right arm as high as it will go. All the way down 
the street, the flags are waving, every window colored with red banners, and the 
black swastika in the middle of each. You don’t stop to ask why; it’s bound to be 
some national event. Not a week passes without an occasion on which families are 
given one reason or another to hang out the swastika. Only the Jews are excepted 
under the strict regulation. Jews are not Germans, they do not belong to the 
“Nation,” they can have no “national events.” 
You meet the uniforms on the way to school: the black [uniformed] S.S. men, the 
men of the Volunteer Labor Service, and the Reichswehr soldiers. And if some of 
the streets are closed, you know that an official is driving through town.Nobody has 
ever told you that the high officials of other countries pass without the precautions 
of closed streets. 
And here, where a building is going up, the workmen are gone – probably because 
of the “national event.” But the sign is on the scaffolding. “We have our Fuehrer to 
thank thatwe are working here today. Heil Hitler!” The familiar sign, seen 
everywhere with men at work, on roads, barracks, sport fields. What does it mean 
to you? Do you think of a world outside, with workers who need not thank a 
Fuehrer for their jobs? Certainly not – what you have, imprinted on your mind, is 
the sentence, deep and accepted as an old melody. 
There are more placards as you continue past hotels, restaurants, indoor swimming 
pools, to school. They read “No Jews allowed;” “Jews not desired here;” “Not for 
Jews.” And what do you feel? Agreement? Pleasure? Disgust? Opposition? You don’t 
feel any of these. You don’t feel anything, you’ve seen these placards for almost 
five years. This is a habit, it is all perfectly natural, of course Jews aren’t allowed 
here. Five years in the life of a child of nine – that’s his life, after four years of 
infancy, his whole personal, conscious existence. 
Through the Nazi street walks the Nazi child. There is nothing to disturb him, 
nothing to attract his attention or criticism. The stands sell Nazi papers almost 
exclusively; all German papers are Nazi; foreign papers are forbidden, if they do 
not please the men at the top. The child won’t be surprised at their huge headlines: 
“UNHEARD-OF ACTS OF VIOLENCE AGAINST GERMANY IN CZECHOSLOVAKIA!” 
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“JEWISH GANGSTERS RULE AMERICA!” “THE COMMUNIST TERROR IN SPAIN 
SUPPORTED BY THE POPE!” “150 MORE PRIESTS UNMASKED AS SEXUAL 
CRIMINALS!” 
“That’s how it is in the world,” the child thinks. “What luck we’re in, to have a 
Fuehrer. He’ll tell the whole bunch – Czechs, Jews, Americans, Communists and 

priests – where to get off!” There are no doubts, no suspicion at the coarse and 
hysterical tone of the dispatches, no hint that they may be inexact or false. No, 
these things are part of the everyday world of the Nazis, like the Blockwart, the 
swastika, the signs reading “No Jews allowed.” They add up to an atmosphere that 
is torture, a fuming poison for a free-born human being. 
The German child breathes this air. There is no other condition wherever Nazis are 
in power; and here in Germany they do rule everywhere, and their supremacy over 
the German child, as he learns and eats, marches, grows up, breathes, is complete. 
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Nazi propaganda poster warning Germans about 
the dangers of east European "subhumans." 
Germany, date uncertain.

Illustration from a German antisemitic children's book 
titled Trust No Fox in the Green Meadow and No Jew 
on his Oath (translation from German). The headlines 
depicted in the image say "Jews are our misfortune" 
and "How the Jew cheats." Germany, 1936.
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MARTIN NIEMÖLLER:

 "FIRST THEY CAME FOR THE SOCIALISTS..."

Martin Niemöller, a prominent Protestant pastor who opposed the 
Nazi regime. He spent the last seven years of Nazi rule in 
concentration camps. Germany, 1937.

— Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz

First they came for the Socialists, and I did not speak out— Because 
I was not a Socialist.

Then they came for the Trade Unionists, and I did not speak out— 
Because I was not a Trade Unionist.

Then they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out— Because I 
was not a Jew.

Then they came for me—and there was no one left to speak for me.
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VOICES IN THE DARK

Life in Weimar Germany was often unpredictable, as a former soldier, Henry 
Buxbaum, discovered one evening in the early 1920s: 

The train was pitch-dark. The lights were out, nothing uncommon after the 
war when the German railroads were in utter disrepair and very few things 
functioned orderly. . . . That night, we were seven or eight people in the 
dark, fourth-class compartment, sitting in utter silence till one of the men 
started the usual refrain: “Those God-damned Jews, they are at the root of 
all our troubles.” Quickly, some of the others joined in. I couldn’t see them 
and had no idea who they were, but from their voices they sounded like 
younger men. They sang the same litany over and over again, blaming the 
Jews for everything that has gone wrong with Germany and for anything 
else wrong in this world. It went on and on, a cacophony of obscenities, 
becoming more vicious and at the same time more unbearable with each 
new sentence echoing in my ears. Finally, I couldn’t stand it any longer. I 
knew very well that to start up with them would get me into trouble, and 
that to answer them wasn’t exactly the height of wisdom, but I couldn’t help 
it. . . . I began naturally with the announcement: “Well, I am a Jew and etc., 
etc.” That was the signal they needed. Now they really went after me, 
threatening me physically. I didn’t hold my tongue as the argument went 
back and forth. They began jostling me till 

one of them . . . probably more encouraged by the darkness than by his own 
valor, suggested: “Let’s throw the Jew out of the train.” Now, I didn’t dare 
ignore this signal, and from then on I kept quiet. I knew that silence for the 
moment was better than falling under the wheels of a moving train. One of 
the men in our compartment, more vicious in his attacks than the others, 
got off the train with me in Friedburg. When I saw him under the dim light 
of the platform, I recognized him as a fellow I knew well from our soccer 
club. . . . I would never have suspected this man of harboring such rabid, 
antisemitic feelings. 
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GHETTOS 

In ghettos, the struggle simply to 
avoid death could be all-consuming. 
Yet even as Jews labored to find food, 
fend off sickness, and avoid 
deportation, many also sought ways 
to defy their German overlords. Some 
residents took great risks to smuggle 
food, supplies, and information into 
ghettos; some attempted to sabotage 
production at their slave-labor factory 
jobs. Others, especially younger people 

and those without children, were able to escape from ghettos; some went into 
hiding and others found ways to join armed resistance groups, known as “partisans,” 
that were active in eastern Europe beginning in 1941. Jews organized armed 
resistance in over 100 ghettos—most famously in the Warsaw ghetto uprising in 
1943.  
Throughout their imprisonment in the ghettos, Jews had found ways to defy and 
resist Nazi conquerors: they organized mutual aid societies, they continued to 
practice their religion and educate their children, and they made heroic efforts to 
document their. In more than 100 ghettos, Jews formed underground movements 
with the goal of escaping the ghetto, joining partisan (armed resistance) groups, or 
organizing a revolt. Prisoners in several camps, including Auschwitz, Treblinka, 
and Sobibór, mounted revolts. In Vilna, Bialystock, and several other ghettos, Jews 
resisted deportations with force. The largest armed resistance by Jews against the 
Nazis occurred in the Warsaw ghetto.  
When a new round of deportations began in January 1943, the ZOB struck back, 
firing on German troops and helping other ghetto residents into prearranged hiding 
places. Nazi commanders retaliated by executing 1,000 Jews in the main square of 
the ghetto, but they also briefly stopped the deportations. Surviving Jews made 
preparations for a major revolt.   
April 19, 1943, was the first day of the Jewish holiday of Passover and also the eve 
of Hitler’s birthday. German General Jürgen Stroop arrived in Warsaw ready to wipe 
out all opposition within a single day as a birthday gift to his Führer. Stroop had 
2,100 soldiers with 13 heavy machine guns, 69 handheld machine guns, 135 
submachine guns, several howitzers, and 1,358 rifles. The approximately 750 
Jewish resisters had two submachine guns, a handful of rifles, and homemade 
explosives. But the resisters were able to fight off Stroop’s soldiers for the first few 
days, and they were able to hold out under siege for four weeks.   
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Rumors in the Lodz Ghetto 

Entries from the diary of an anonymous writer from July, 1944, in which he describes 
different rumors he has heard in the Łódź ghetto. 

21/7 1944 [in Polish] 
[. . .] News has reached us about concentrating Hungarian Jews at a Hitlerian German 
ritual slaughter place [Auschwitz-Birkenau]! Many of them have already perished a truly 
heroic and martyred death. I think that these . . . (how do I find the right expression) 
dealt with the wretched seven thousand Jews in the same way, deported them in such a 
cowardly way from Łódź (pardon, Litzmannstadt . . .).  At present we are possessed by 
mixed feelings, one moment we are full of hope, the next we are gripped by that well-
founded resignation, to the point of feeling stifled. Do you believe that they will let us 
live? These “gentlemen” were not embarrassed by hundreds of thousands of children--
have they not destroyed, in a manner unknown to humanity, half of our nation which 
was under their grip? All the same, it is hard to foresee what the next few days will bring 
us! Even a mortally wounded hyena might feel lightheaded - will want to [carry on] but 
will not be able to, will have to deal with its own dying, (386). 

29/7 1944 Litz. Ghetto [in Hebrew] 
Rumors have reached us about the capital city of Warsaw. Is that so? Could it be true? 
None  of us can wait any longer, not even a short little while! Because we know that as 
long as we are in their grasp, we are exposed to all . . .and our lives depend on it. We can 
see their defeat but our deliverance has not arrived yet. We have strong hope that we 
will survive, that we shall overcome, that we will pass through this, that we will rise 
above this. We strongly believe that this will happen! They have their own worries now, 
and problems. There is hope that they will forget us, that they will not bother with us. 
Days come and go, rumors about rumors keep coming to us but we cannot depend on 
them.
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Voices from the Warsaw Ghetto
In ghettos, the struggle simply to avoid death could be all-consuming. Yet even as Jews 
labored to find food, fend off sickness, and avoid deportation, many also sought ways to 
defy their German overlords. Some residents took great risks to smuggle food, supplies, 
and information into ghettos; some attempted to sabotage production at their slave-
labor factory jobs. Others, especially younger people and those without children, were 
able to escape from ghettos; some went into hiding and others found ways to join armed 
resistance groups, known as “partisans,” that were active in eastern Europe beginning in 
1941. Jews organized armed resistance in over 100 ghettos—most famously in the 
Warsaw ghetto uprising in 1943. 

In the degrading, dehumanizing system of the ghettos, the struggle to maintain a sense 
of identity, dignity, faith, and culture was also a form of defiance, known today as 
“spiritual resistance.” In many ghettos, Jews organized secret schools, prayed and 
observed religious holidays, participated in clubs and cultural life, and worked with 
organizations set up to help others in the ghetto. 

In the Warsaw ghetto, from 1940 to 1943, a group called Oyneg Shabes (meaning “joy of 
the Sabbath” in Yiddish, a reference to the group’s practice of meeting on Saturdays) 
conducted research and secretly assembled an archive that documented both Nazi 
crimes and also residents’ brave efforts to maintain life in the face of death. Gustawa 
Jarecka, a member of Oyneg Shabes, wrote: “The record must be hurled like a stone 
under history’s wheel in order to stop it. . . . One can lose all hopes except the one—that 
the suffering and destruction of this war will make sense when they are looked at from a 
distant, historical perspective.” 

 Under the leadership of historian Emanuel Ringelblum, the group gathered writings, 
assembled statistics, and collected artwork, photographs, and objects of daily life, over 
35,000 pages in all. Historian Peter N. Miller describes the archive: 

We find samples from the underground press, documents, drawings, candy wrappers, 
tram tickets, ration cards, theater posters, invitations to concerts and lectures. The 
archive preserves copies of complex doorbell codes for apartments housing dozens of 
tenants, and also restaurant menus advertising roast goose and fine wines. There were 
hundreds of postcards from Jews in the provinces about to be deported into the 
unknown, and there was the ghetto poetry of Wadysaw Szlengel and Yitzhak Katznelson. 
There is the entire script of a popular ghetto comedy called “Love Looks for an 
Apartment.” There are long essays on ghetto theaters and cafes alongside school primers 
and reports from orphanages. The first cache of tin boxes also contained photographs, 
seventy-six of which survived, showing street scenes, starving children, Jewish police, 
the building of the walls, smugglers throwing sacks of flour over the walls, people 
listening to loudspeakers in the street, and so on. Last inserted were German posters 
announcing the deportation . . . 

In the Oyneg Shabes Archive, the individual remains intact and central, unobscured and 
unvarnished. This is a record of human beings, with human voices, in an inhuman 
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existence. There are many essays in the archive written by parents memorializing their 
dead children. What on this earth could be more personal than that? 

Collected in tin boxes and aluminum milk crates, the documents were buried secretly in 
the ghetto in 1942 and 1943, in three places known only to a few people. Miller describes 
the burial of the first set of documents: 

On August 3, 1942, with the Germans only a block away from the building at 68 
Nowolipki Street, under which he was to bury the first cache of the archive, Israel 
Lichtenstein hurriedly deposited his testament—and in that instant gained his eternity. 
“I do not ask for any thanks, for any memorial, for any praise. I only wish to be 
remembered. . . . I wish my wife to be remembered, Gele Sekstein. . . . I wish my little 
daughter to be remembered. Margalit is 20 months old today. . . . She too deserves to be 
remembered.” Working with him were two teenagers, David Graber and Nahum 
Grzywacz. They, too, left little reminders of themselves in the archive that they were 
burying. Grzywacz was eighteen years old, and when he heard that the Germans had 
blockaded his parents' building, he wrote, “I am going to run to my parents and see if 
they are all right. I don't know what's going to happen to me. Remember, my name is 
Nahum Grzywacz.” The emphasis is in the original. 

Of approximately 60 people who worked with Oyneg Shabes, only three survived. After 
the war, they worked with other survivors to find the buried archives. Two sets of 
documents were uncovered, in 1946 and 1950. The third has never been found. 

 
 

Connection Questions 
1. Why, in a time of such desperation and struggle, would the members of Oyneg 

Shabes devote precious energy and resources to creating an archive? 
2. What was the value of creating the archive for the members of Oyneg Shabes? 

What is the value of the archive for students and historians today? 
3. How might our understanding of the Holocaust be different if archives like that 

created by Oyneg Shabes had not been preserved? 
4. How would you describe “spiritual resistance”? In what sense was the work of 

Oyneg Shabes a form of resistance? 
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ELLIS LEWIN 
BIOGRAPHICAL PROFILE

 Ellis Lewin was born May 
22, 1932, in Lodz, Poland, to 
Josef and Chana Lewin. He 
had an older sister, 
Mariym. Ellis hoped one 
day to become a musician 
like his father who was a 
highly regarded concert 

pianist. Ellis described the early years of his childhood 
as typical: vacationing with family, riding bikes, 
playing soccer, and getting into mischief.  

Ellis attended public school his first two years before 
being withdrawn and tutored at home. Ellis recalled 
feeling fear and anxiety even before the German 
invasion of Poland in 1939. Since the Lewin family 
already lived in the area designated as the Lodz ghetto, 
they did not have to leave their third floor apartment. 
Even as conditions worsened, Ellis took comfort in 
being with his family.  

As a ghetto policeman, Ellis’ father, Josef, managed to 
keep the family together until the summer of 1944. 
During the liquidation of the ghetto and despite 
attempts to hide, the Lewins were deported to 
Auschwitz-Birkenau. When the men and women were 
forcibly separated upon arrival, Ellis and his father 
said their last goodbyes to Chana and Mariym. 
Although Ellis was selected for the gas chambers, Josef 
was able to save his son by bribing a Ukrainian guard 
with diamonds. Ellis and Josef lived in a crowded, 
disease-infested barracks among sick and dying 
prisoners for five weeks. 

In early 1945, the Germans evacuated prisoners from 
Auschwitz-Birkenau as the Russians approached. 
Separated from his father, Ellis fought to survive on 
his own. Upon arrival at Kaufbeuren in Bavaria, Ellis 
worked in the kitchen and would sneak scraps to other 
inmates until he was caught and whipped. After six 
weeks in the camp, Ellis was transferred several more 
times to various work camps. Following a death march 
to Dachau in the spring of 1945, Ellis anxiously awaited 
liberation. Once freed by the Allies, he contracted 
typhoid fever and was hospitalized for a time. He then 
lived in a displaced persons’ camp in Bavaria and 
worked as a valet for an American trucking company.  

In May 1946, Ellis immigrated to the United States. 
Three years after Winifred Fryer took Ellis into her 
foster home, Ellis was reunited with his father, Josef. 
They learned that when Mariym contracted a fever, 
she was sent to the gas chambers. Because she could do 
nothing to save Mariym, Chana went with her 
daughter to their deaths.  

Ellis was drafted and served in the Korean War. Upon 
his discharge, Ellis met his future wife, Joan, an 
American from Cleveland. They had three children: 
Dennis, Debra, and Richard. At the time of Ellis’ 
interview in 1996, he and Joan had two grandchildren, 
Adam and Andrew. n 
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EXCERPT FROM NIGHT
ELIE WIESEL

 The beloved objects that we had carried with us 
from place to place were left behind in the wagon 
and, with them, finally, our illusions.  
 Every few yards, there stood an SS man, his 
machine gun trained on us. Hand in hand we 
followed the throng.  
 An SS came toward us wielding a club. He 
commanded:  
 “Men to the left! Women to the right!”  
 Eight words spoken quietly, indifferently, 
without emotion. Eight simple, short words. Yet that 
was the moment when I left my mother. There was 
no time to think, and I already felt my father’s hand 
press against mine: we were alone. In a fraction of a 
second I could see my mother, my sisters, move to 
the right. Tzipora was holding Mother’s hand. I saw 
them walking farther and farther away; Mother was 
stroking my sister’s blond hair, as if to protect her. 
And I walked on with my father, with the men. I 
didn’t know that this was the moment in time and 
the place where I was leaving my mother and 
Tzipora forever. I kept walking, my father holding 
my hand.  
 Behind me, an old man fell to the ground. 
Nearby, an SS man replaced his revolver in its 
holster.  
 My hand tightened its grip on my father. All I 
could think of was not to lose him. Not to remain 
alone.  
 The SS officers gave the order.  
 “Form ranks of fives!”  
 There was a tumult. It was imperative to stay 
together.  
 “Hey, kid, how old are you?”  
 The man interrogating me was an inmate. I 
could not see his face, but his voice was weary and 
warm.  
 “Fifteen.”  
 “No. You’re eighteen.”  
 “But I’m not,” I said. “I’m fifteen.”  
 “Fool. Listen to what I say.”  
 Then he asked my father, who answered:  

Yad Vashem Photo Archive (4613/194) A sign written in 
Polish in the camp, Belzec, Poland The sign, which was 
intended to deceive the victims, reads:

A pile of victims’ shoes, Majdanek, Poland. Courtesy of 
State Central Photos and Film Archive, Kiev

ATTENTION! ALL BELONGINGS 
TO BE HANDED IN THE SHED, 
EXCEPT MONEY, DOCUMENTS 
AND OTHER VALUABLES, 
WHICH YOU MUST KEEP 
WITH YOU. SHOES MUST BE 
TIED TOGETHER IN PAIRS 
AND PUT IN THE MARKED 
AREA. AFTERWARDS, YOU 
MUST GO TO THE SHOWERS 
COMPLETELY NAKED.
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 “I’m fifty.”  
 “No.” The man now sounded angry. “Not fifty. 
You’re forty. Do you hear? Eighteen and forty.”  
 He disappeared into the darkness. Another 
inmate appeared, unleashing a stream of invectives: 
 “Sons of bitches, why have you come here? Tell 
me, why?” 
 Someone dared to reply: 
 “What do you think? That we came here of our 
own free will? That we asked to come here?”  
 The other seemed ready to kill him.  
 “Shut up, you moron, or I’ll tear you to pieces! 
You should have hanged yourselves rather than 
come here. Didn’t you know what was in store for 
you here at Auschwitz? You didn’t know? In 1944?”  
 True. We didn’t know. Nobody had told us. He 
couldn’t believe his ears. His tone became harsher:  
 “Over there. Do you see that chimney over 
there? Do you see it? And the flames, do you see 
them?” (Yes, we saw the flames.)  “Over there, that’s 

where they will take you. Over there will be your 
grave. You still don’t understand? You sons of 
bitches. Don’t you understand anything? You will be 
burned! Burned to a cinder! Turned into ashes!”  
 His anger changed into fury. We stood stunned, 
petrified. Could this be just a nightmare? An 
unimaginable nightmare?  
 I heard whispers around me:  
“We must do something. We can’t let them kill us 
like that, like cattle in the slaughterhouse. We must 

revolt.”  
 There were, among us, a few tough young men. 
They actually had knives and were urging us to 
attack the armed guards. One of them was 
muttering:  
 “Let the world learn of the existence of 
Auschwitz. Let everybody hear about it while they 
still have a chance to escape….”  
 But the older men begged their sons not to be 
foolish:  

“WE MUSTN’T GIVE UP 

HOPE, EVEN NOW AS THE 

SWORD HANGS OVER OUR 

HEADS. SO TAUGHT OUR 

SAGES….”  
 The wind of revolt died down. We continued to 
walk until we came to a crossroads. Standing in the 
middle of it was, though I didn’t know it then, Dr. 
Mengele, the notorious Dr. Mengele. He looked like 
the typical SS officer: a cruel, though not 
unintelligent, face, complete with monocle. He was 
holding a conductor’s baton and was surrounded by 
officers. The baton moving constantly, sometimes to 
the right, sometimes to the left.  
 In no time, I stood before him.  
 “Your age?” he asked, perhaps trying to sound 
paternal.  
 “I’m eighteen.” My voice was trembling.  
 “In good health?” “Yes.”  
 “Your profession?”  
 Tell him that I was a student?  
 “Farmer,” I heard myself saying.  
 This conversation lasted no more than a few 
seconds. It seemed like an eternity.  
 The baton pointed to the left. I took half a step 
forward. I first wanted to see where they would send 
my father. Were he to have gone to the right, I would 
have run after him.  
 The baton, once more, moved to the left. A 
weight lifted from my heart.  
 We did not know, as yet, which was the better 
side, right or left, which road led to prison and 
which to the crematoria. Still, I was happy, I was 
near my father. Our procession continued slowly to 
move forward.  

Jews undergoing the selection process on the Birkenau arrival 
platform known as the “ramp.” The people in the background 
are on their way to Crematorium II, Auschwitz-Birkenua. Yad 
Vashem Photo Archives (4522)
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 Another inmate came over to us:  
 “Satisfied?”  
 “Yes,” someone answered.  
 “Poor devils, you are heading for the 
crematorium.”  
 He seemed to be telling the truth. Not far from 
us, flames, huge flames, were rising from a ditch. 
Something was being burned there. A truck drew 
close and unloaded its hold: small children. Babies! 
Yes, I did see this, with my own eyes … children 
thrown into the flames. (Is it any wonder that ever 
since then, sleep tends to elude me?)  
 So that was where we were going. A little farther 
on, there was another, larger pit for adults.  
 I pinched myself: Was I still alive? Was I awake? 
How was it possible that men, women, and children 
were being burned and that the world kept silent? 
No. All this could not be real. A nightmare perhaps…. 
Soon I should wake with a start, my heart pounding, 
and find that I was back in the room of my 
childhood, with my books…  
 My father’s voice tore me from my daydreams:  
 “What a shame, a shame that you did not go 
with your mother… I saw many children your age go 
with their mothers….”  
 His voice was terribly sad. I understood that he 
did not wish to see what they would do to me. He did 
not wish to see his only son go up in flames.  
 My forehead was covered with cold sweat. Still, I 
told him that I could not believe that human beings 
were being burned in our times; the world would 
never tolerate such crimes….  
 “The world? The world is not interested in us. 
Today, everything is possible, even the 
crematoria….” His voice broke.  
 “Father,” I said. “If that is true, then I don’t want 
to wait. I’ll run into the electrified barbed wire. That 
would be easier than slow a slow death in the 
flames.” 
 He did not answer. He was weeping. His body 
was shaking. Everybody around us was weeping. 
Someone began to recite Kaddish, the prayer for the 
dead. I don’t know whether, during the history of 
the Jewish people, men have ever before recited 
Kaddish for themselves.  
 “Yisgadal veyiskadash, shmey raba…. May His 

Excerpt from Elie Wiesel, Night, trans. Marion Wiesel (New York: Hill and Wang, 1960). Translation copyright © 2006 by Marion Wiesel. 
Reprinted by permission of Hill and Wang, a division of Farrar, Straus and Giroux, LLC.

name be celebrated and sanctified….” whispered my 
father.  
 For the first time, I felt anger rising within me. 
Why should I sanctify His name? The Almighty, the 
eternal and terrible Master of the Universe, chose to 
be silent. What was there to thank Him for?  
 We continued our march. We were coming 
closer and closer to the pit, from which an infernal 
heat was rising. Twenty more steps. If I was going to 
kill myself, this was the time. Our column had only 
some fifteen steps to go. I bit my lips so that my 
father would not hear my teeth chattering. Ten 
more steps. Eight. Seven. We were walking slowly, as 
one follows a hearse, our own funeral procession. 
Only four more steps. Three. There it was now, very 
close to us, the pit and its flames. I gathered all that 
remained of my strength in order to break rank and 
throw myself onto the barbed wire. Deep down, I 
was saying good-bye to my father, to the whole 
universe, and against my will, I found myself 
whispering the words: “Yisgadal, veyiskadash, shmey 
raba…. My heart was about to burst. There. I was 
face-to-face with the Angel of Death….  
 No. Two steps from the pit, we were ordered to 
turn to left and herded into barracks.  
 I squeezed my father’s hand. He said:  
 “Do you remember Mrs. Schächter, in the 
train?”  
 Never shall I forget that night, the first night in 
camp, that turned my life into one long night seven 
times sealed.  
 Never shall I forget that smoke. Never shall I 
forget the small faces of the children whose bodies I 
saw transformed into smoke under a silent sky. 
  Never shall I forget those flames that consumed 
my faith forever.  
 Never shall I forget the nocturnal silence that 
deprived me for all eternity of the desire to live.  
 Never shall I forget those moments that 
murdered my God and my soul and turned my 
dreams to ashes.  
 Never shall I forget those things, even were I 
condemned to live as long as God Himself.  
 Never.
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POEMS FROM A 
CAMP SURVIVOR
DAN PAGIS

“WRITTEN IN PENCIL IN THE SEALED RAILWAY-CAR”

here, in this carload 
i am eve 
with abel my son 
if you see my other son 
cain son of man 
tell him that i 

“TESTIMONY”

No no: they definitely were 
human beings: uniforms, boots. 
How to explain? They were created 
in the image.

I was a shade. 
A different creator made me. 
 
And he in his mercy left nothing of me that would die. 
And I fled to him, rose weightless, blue, 
forgiving – I would even say: apologizing – 
smoke to omnipotent smoke 
without image or likeness.

Poems reprinted with permission from “Testimony” and “Written in Pencil in the Sealed Railway Car” in The Selected Poetry of Dan Pagis, 
translated/edited by Stephen Mitchell (Berkeley, CA: The University of California Press, 1996). © 1996 by the Regents of the University of 
California.

ABOUT THE POET 
Dan Pagis was born in 1930, in Bukovina, Romania. He spent three of his adolescent years in a Nazi 
concentration camp in Ukraine before arriving in Palestine, in 1946. He became one of the most vibrant 
voices in modern Israeli poetry and is considered a major world poet of his generation. Dan Pagis died 
in Jerusalem in 1986. 

Photo courtesy of Yad Vashem
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LIFE IN THE SHADOW 
OF DEATH

Photos © Yad Vashem

In his memoir Memory Fields (Knopf, 1992) Shlomo 
Breznitz writes:

“When mother died, with the exception of a few 
photographs, I did not care to keep any of her material 
possessions. However, there is one small item that Judith 
[Shlomo’s sister] and I cherish above everything else. It 
is the dirty and broken comb that she brought back from 
Auschwitz. She traded it for a full day’s ration of bread 
in order to have a chance to comb her closely  
cropped head.”

— Zvi Kopolovich, Holon  
18th of Cheshvan, 5750,  

November 16, 1989

“This prayer book was purchased in Auschwitz in 1944. 
I received it from a Russian inmate in exchange for a 
portion of my daily ration of bread. It accompanied 
me throughout my entire journey of suffering in the 
concentration and death camps in Germany. I donate 
today this unique prayer book to Yad Vashem in 
Jerusalem as a memorial for future generations and 
in memory of my parents David and Malka Kopolovich 
z”l, my wife’s parents Shlomo and Zehava Weiss z”l, my 
brothers and sisters and all of my relatives who were 
murdered in the Holocaust.” 

Annie Fisk Levinger was born in Austria; later her 
family moved to Czechoslovakia. In September 1944, 
she was deported with her family to Theresienstadt. 
While in Theresienstadt, Annie married Pawel Bisk, 
who was deported to Auschwitz three days later. Annie 
was deported to Auschwitz shortly thereafter. The 
entire time he was imprisoned in the camp he kept a 
photograph of his beloved wife. At first, he kept the 
photograph in his mouth, and then hid it in his sock. 
Both Annie and Pawel survived the war.
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EXCERPT FROM MAN’S SEARCH
FOR MEANING
VIKTOR E. FRANKL

Photos © Yad Vashem

In front of me a man stumbled and those following 
him fell on top of him. The guard rushed over and 
used his whip on them all. Thus my thoughts were 
interrupted for a few minutes. But soon my soul found 
its way back from the prisoner’s existence to another 
world, and I resumed talk with my loved one: I asked 
her questions, and she answered; she questioned me in 
return, and I answered. 

“Stop!” We had arrived at our work site. Everybody 
rushed into the dark hut in the hope of getting a fairly 
decent tool. Each prisoner got a spade or a pickaxe. 

“Can’t you hurry up, you pigs?” Soon we had resumed 
the previous day’s positions in the ditch. The frozen 
ground cracked under the point of the pickaxes, and 
sparks flew. The men were silent, their brains numb. 

My mind still clung to the image of my wife. A thought 
crossed my mind: I didn’t even know if she were still 
alive. I knew only one thing—which I have learned well 
by now: Love goes very far beyond the physical person of 
the beloved. It finds its deepest meaning in his spiritual 
being, his inner self. Whether or not he is actually 
present, whether or not he is still alive at all, ceases 
somehow to be of importance. 

I did not know whether my wife was alive, and I had 
no means of finding out (during all my prison life 
there was no outgoing or incoming mail); but at that 
moment it ceased to matter. There was no need for me 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
Viktor E. Frankl, born in Vienna, Austria 1905, was a practicing psychotherapist, university professor, 
and author. His most widely read work, Man’s Search for Meaning (Beacon Press, 1959), is an account of 
his experiences in various concentration camps, including Theresienstadt, Auschwitz, and Dachau. In 
the book, Frankl explores the transcendent experience amid extreme suffering as well as the nature of 
moral freedom. His wife, Tilly, to whom he refers in the passage, died in Bergen-Belsen. Viktor Frankl 
died in Vienna in 1997.

to know; nothing could touch the strength of my love, 
my thoughts, and the image of my beloved. Had I known 
then that my wife was dead, I think that I would still 
have given myself, undisturbed by that knowledge, to 
the contemplation of her image, and that my mental 
conversation with her would have been just as vivid and 
just as satisfying.

Under guard of the Wehrmacht soldiers, Jews wearing Jewish 
stars with shovels (“spades”) marching through the city on 
the way to forced labor, Russia, Mogilev, 1941.
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INTERVIEW WITH 
FRANZ STANGL

ABOUT FRANZ STANGL

Born in Austria in 1908, Franz Stangl joined the Austrian police in 1931 and 
became a criminal investigations officer in the political division. In 1940, Stangl 
joined the Euthanasia Program at its Hartheim castle institute—one of six 
centers where people with mental and physical disabilities and other “asocial” 
Germans were killed.

In March 1942, Stangl became commandant of the Sobibor extermination 
camp in Poland. Later that year he became commandant of Treblinka where 
he was responsible for the deaths of 870,000 Jews. After the prisoner revolt in 
Treblinka in September 1943, Stangl and his staff were transferred to Trieste, 
Italy to organize anti-partisan actions. He also spent time at the San Sabba 
concentration camp.

After the war Stangl returned to Austria, where he was arrested by the Americans for being an SS member (they 
did not know that he had participated in the extermination of Jews). However, Stangl was found out when the 
Americans began investigating the Euthanasia Program. About to be charged in May 1948, Stangl escaped to Rome, 
Syria, and eventually Brazil where he and his family lived under their own names until discovered in 1967. Stangl 
was tried in Germany and sentenced to life in prison, where he died in 1971.

INTERVIEW

While in prison Stangl was interviewed by Gitta Sereny, a British journalist. The interviews were published in a 
book entitled Into That Darkness. The following is an excerpt from one of their discussions in prison.

Q) Would it be true to say that you finally felt they weren’t really human beings?

A)  When I was on a trip once, years later in Brazil… my train stopped next to a slaughterhouse. The 
cattle in the pens, hearing the noise of the train, trotted up to the fence and stared at the train. They 
were very close to my window, one crowding the other, looking at me through the fence. I thought 
then, “look at this; this reminds me of Poland; that’s just how the people looked, trustingly, just 
before they were put in tins.”

Q)  You said “tins.” What do you mean?

A)    …I couldn’t eat tinned meat after that. Those big eyes… which looked at me… not knowing that in no 
time at all they’d all be dead…

Q)   So you didn’t feel they were human beings?

A) Cargo. They were cargo.

Q) When do you think you began to think of them as cargo?

Franz Stangl, Yad Vashem Photo 
Archive (5318/89)
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A)   I think it started the day I first saw Totenlager [the sub-camp where the gas chambers stood] in 
Treblinka. I remember Wirth [first commander of the camp] standing there, next to the pits full of 
blue-black corpses. It had nothing to do with humanity; it couldn’t have; it was a mass—a mass of 
rotting flesh. Wirth said, “What shall we do with this garbage?” I think unconsciously that started 
me thinking of them as cargo.

Q)   There were so many children, did they ever make you think of your children, of how you would 
feel in the position of those parents?

A)   No… I can’t say I ever thought that way… you see, I rarely saw them as individuals. It was always a 
huge mass. I sometimes stood on the wall and saw them in the tube [the passage leading to the gas 
chamber area]. But—how can I explain it—they were naked, packed together, running, being driven 
with whips like…

Q)   Could you not have changed that?… In your position, could you not have stopped the 
nakedness, the whips, the horror of the cattle pens?

A)     No, no, no. This was the system. Wirth had invented it. It worked. And because it worked, it was 
irreversible.

Interview reprinted from Into That Darkness by Gitta Sereny. © 1974 by Gitta Sereny. Used by permission of Vintage Books, a division of 
Random House, Inc.
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THE “FINAL SOLUTION”

INTRODUCTION 
Although the Nazis came to power in 1933, it wasn’t 
until the second half of 1941 that Nazi policy began 
to focus on the annihilation of the Jewish people. This 
evolution in policy coincided with Germany’s invasion 
of the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941. Nazi leaders saw 
the invasion of the Soviet Union not only as a bid to 
gain territory that they felt was vital for Germany, but 
as an ideological struggle. The brutality of the invasion 
coalesced with racial antisemitism to further radicalize 
anti-Jewish polices since Jews were seen as the racial 
and ideological archenemy—especially the stereotype 
that Jews were the creators and primary agents  
of Bolshevism.

Historians note that on July 31, 1941, Hermann Goering, 
Hitler’s second in command, sent an official order to 
Reinhard Heydrich, the head of the security branch 
of the SS, to authorize a “Final Solution of the Jewish 
Question.” The exact meaning behind this order is still 

debated among many Holocaust scholars. Current 
research shows that mass systematic killing of Jewish 
men in the newly conquered territory of the Soviet 
Union began in June, and by August included women 
and children as well. There is no surviving order by 
Hitler to expand the murderous activities to encompass 
all Jews under Nazi control, but most scholars believe 
such an order was given in the autumn of 1941, or at the 
latest early in 1942. Even if the exact sequence of events 
regarding the order is unknown, the fact remains that 
mass murder continued swiftly, and soon spread to 
Poland and other European countries. By the end of 
1941, many hundreds of thousands of Jews had been 
murdered; eventually approximately six million Jews 
would be murdered by the Nazis and their collaborators.

The latest research reveals that although the tone of 
Nazi anti-Jewish policies came from the highest centers of 
power in Germany (Adolf Hitler and his senior officials), 

ABOUT PHOTOS 
Bottom Left: Hermann Goering (Göring)

Bottom Right: Reinhard Heydrich

Right: July 31, 1941 letter to Reinhard Heydrick  
from Herman Goering.
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Nazi officials of lower ranks often had much leeway in the 
actual implementation and even initiated various aspects 
of policy. This idea of those at lower levels taking initiative 
has been called by the British historian Ian Kershaw 
“working toward the Fuehrer” (Hitler). Throughout the 
Nazi period there is a dynamic between the “center” 
and the “periphery” regarding anti-Jewish activities—
while the responsibility for anti-Jewish activities rested 
primarily with the top leaders, there were many other 
people of different levels in Nazi German society who 
made a choice to serve the regime.

EINSATZGRUPPEN
When “Operation Barbarossa” (German code name  
for Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union) began,  
the Einsatzgruppen, special SS killing units, followed  
the German army, the Wehrmacht. Their job was to 

search for opponents of the Reich, including Communists 
and all Jews—and execute them. There were four units 
of Einsatzgruppen; the largest unit was composed of 
1,000 men. These groups alone did not carry out the 
destruction of Soviet Jewry—wherever they went, 
ordinary German soldiers, German police units, and 
local collaborators were active participants. By spring 
1943, the Einsatzgruppen and their collaborators had 
murdered 1.5 million Jews and hundreds of thousands  
of others, including Soviet prisoners of war and  
Sinti-Roma. 

The Einsatzgruppen killed their victims—men, women, 
and children—by gathering them along the edges of 
ravines, mines, ditches, or pits dug specifically for this 
purpose. First, they would force Jews to hand over their 
possessions and remove their clothing. Then they would 
shoot them and throw the bodies into ditches that often 

A German policeman searching through clothes of murdered Jews, Babi Yar, Ukraine, October 1941. Courtesy of Hessisches Hauptstaatsarchiv
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had been dug beforehand by Jews themselves. In this 
way many Jewish communities were destroyed entirely. 

Among the bloodiest massacres was that which 
occurred at Babi Yar, just outside of Kiev, Ukraine in 
late September 1941. There, close to 34,000 Jewish men, 
women, and children were murdered over the course  
of two days.

EXTERMINATION CAMPS
The mobile killing squads proved to be problematic 
for the Nazi leaders. They required large numbers of 
executioners, the men suffered from psychological 
repercussions, and it was difficult to conceal the killing 
from the surrounding populace. A new method was 
therefore devised, aimed at solving a number of these 
issues. First, instead of the killer coming to the victims, 
the victims would now be brought to “killing centers.” 
The new system of murder by gassing served to reduce 

the direct contact between the killers and their victims, 
making the murderers’ task easier.

A new phase in the reign of terror was reached when 
the “Final Solution” was formulated, and extermination 
camps were constructed with the expressed purpose of 
killing Jews. Unlike other enemies of the Third Reich, 
all Jews in Nazi-occupied territory were destined for 
extermination. In the words of Elie Wiesel, himself a 
former camp inmate, “While not all victims were Jews, 
all Jews were victims.” 

Six camps were considered to be extermination 
camps. From across Europe, Jews were deported, most 
commonly like animals in cattle trains, to be slaughtered 
en masse at these sites. All of the camps—Chelmno, 
Belzec, Sobibor, Treblinka, Auschwitz Birkenau, and 
Majdanek—were in occupied Poland which had the 
largest prewar Jewish community in Europe. For the 
most part, the Nazis tried to hide their activities from 
the local population. 

With the exception of Auschwitz-Birkenau and 
Majdanek—which were also places of detention and 
labor—the camps had only one purpose: the Jews 
brought to the extermination camps were to be killed. 
Jews would arrive at the camp, usually after having 
spent several days in transit with little or no food or 
water, and within a few hours after reaching the camp, 
they would all be dead. 

In Auschwitz-Birkenau and Majdanek some transports 
would go through a selection; however, the vast majority 
of the arrivals were sent directly to the gas chambers; 
few were selected for labor. The entire procedure was 
planned for the greatest possible efficiency. In order 
to prevent panic, which could impede the killing, the 

ABOUT PHOTOS 
Left: A Magirus van found after
the war, suspected as a gas van used
for murder in Chelmno camp, Kolo,
Poland. Yad Vashem Photo Archive
(1264/2) 

Right: Transfer from the deportation
trains to cattle cars at the Kolo
Station, Lodz, Poland. Yad Vashem
Photo Archive (1602/270)

Einsatzgruppen about to shoot Jews on the outskirts of Kovno, 
1941–1942. Courtesy of Hessisches Hauptstaatsarchiv
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victims were deceived into believing that they were 
going to have showers. Their personal possessions  
were taken from them, and they undressed. After their 
deaths their possessions and even hair and gold fillings 
were used by the authorities for different purposes. The 
perpetrators created a system that functioned like an 
“assembly-line” procedure that has come to be known as 
industrialized mass murder. 

There are few survivors of the four sites that were 
exclusively extermination camps, since most of the 
people who reached them were sent immediately to 
the gas chambers. In these camps, very few prisoners’ 
lives were spared in order to work in the crematoria 
and in other camp functions. More prisoners survived 
Majdanek and Auschwitz since, as slave laborers, 
they were not killed immediately. As a rule, the Nazi 
exploited slave laborers to the point of death, whereby 
they were either selected again, this time to be gassed, 
or died from exhaustion and related complications. 
Those who survived did so despite the Nazis’ murderous 
intentions. Those who did survive the extermination 
camps tell of the unimaginable horrors they experienced 
there every day.

THE PERPETRATORS
Hundreds  of  thousands  of  people  were  involved,  
either  directly  or  indirectly,  in  implementing the 
“Final Solution,” the policy of systematically mass 
murdering Jews. Some actually engaged in murdering 
Jews. Others played a role in the bureaucratic process of 
ordering Jews from their homes to  the  sites  of  murder  
and  arranging  murder  operations.  Others  became  
guards  or  transported Jews  to  the  places  where  they  
would  be  killed.  A  great  many  people  benefited  from  
the  worldly possessions  left  behind  by  the  murdered  
Jews,  and  in  this  way  they  too  became  complicit  in  
the murder process.

The core organizers and planners of the annihilation 
of European Jewry came from the ranks of the Nazi 
Party and the SS, who in general fervently believed in 
Nazi ideology. The driving force of the murders was 
the SS, among whom were commanders of killing 
units and Nazi camps; however, it is important to 
emphasize that the SS members were not the only ones 
who were actively involved in” “carrying out the “Final 
Solution.” There were many groups involved from 
Germany, their allies in the war, and from the lands 
they occupied. In addition to the SS men, soldiers from 

the Wehrmacht, and the German police forces took part 
in these activities. Officials from the civil apparatus 
that the Germans maintained in the occupied lands also 
participated in implementing the “Final Solution.”

For  a  wide  range  of  reasons,  people  from  the  nations  
that  fell  under  Nazi  domination  or  were allied with 
the Nazis also took part in the “Final Solution,” either 
directly or indirectly. Some were motivated  primarily  
by  their  acceptance  of  Nazi  ideology;  others  were  
of  German  heritage  and willingly took up the offer by 
the Nazi authorities to become their partners; others 
collaborated with the Nazis in the hope that it would 
further their own national political agenda; others 
joined the Nazis in order to ameliorate their own or  
their family’s suffering under the brutal occupation; 
and  still  others  joined  the  Nazis  in  order  to  
escape  almost  certain  death  as  prisoners  of  war  
on the Eastern Front. Regardless of how the door to 
collaboration swung open, many non-Germans became  
full  and  frequently  enthusiastic  participants  in  the  
mass  systematic  murder  of  European Jews.

Because of the broad spectrum of people involved  
in the murder of the Jews in one way or another, 
responsibility for the murder rests on society as  
a whole during this period.
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Auschwitz  
In 1940, the Nazis built a camp called Auschwitz, located about 37 miles west of Kraków, 
Poland, to imprison Soviet prisoners of war and Polish resisters. In October 1941, the 
Nazis built a second camp there, known as Auschwitz II, or Auschwitz-Birkenau. With 
four large crematoria (including gas chambers and ovens to cremate victims’ bodies), 
Auschwitz-Birkenau became the largest of the killing centers built by the Nazis. Jews 
from all over Europe were sent to Auschwitz to be murdered. Some have said that the 
system of killing there resembled an industrial production line, but at Auschwitz, the 
goal of the process was not the production of goods but the deaths of millions of 
people.  

The process began when Jews were ordered out of the trains that brought them to the 
death camp and made to stand in line for the “selection,” in which a Nazi doctor or other 
official would quickly decide which prisoners could serve as slave laborers and which 
would be killed right away. Small children and women with children were not 
considered for labor and automatically selected to be killed. Those not selected for labor 
were told that they would first undress and go into a special room for a shower and 
disinfection, after which they would be given food and new clothing. In reality, 
the shower rooms were gas chambers.  

Some Jews were deliberately kept alive to assist with the killing process. Formed 
into Sonderkommandos, or special detachments, they were the ones who told the new 
arrivals to undress and then led them to the “shower room.” 
The Sonderkommandos were under strict orders to say nothing to the victims about 
what really awaited them. After the poison gas was released into the chambers and 
everyone inside was dead, the Sonderkommandos removed the bodies and transported 
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them to specially built crematoria to be burned. Every few months, 
the Sonderkommandos were themselves murdered and replaced by a new group of 
prisoners.  
One of the few members of the Sonderkommandos who survived Auschwitz described 
the killing site:  

It was surrounded with a fence of sorts, made from piles of logs, two meters high, so you 
wouldn’t notice a thing from the outside. Around the crematorium was an electric fence. 
There was an entrance that led to a large yard. The yard was about twenty meters long 
and it led to the building where the furnaces were. We led the victims to the left side, 
where there were stairs, and then down to the undressing hall. Over the undressing hall 
[and gas chamber] there was no other floor. There were just four openings through 
which the SS men threw in the gas in order to kill the people. To keep air from coming 
in, they would close the lids above the openings. . . . Next to the corner of the 
undressing hall and the gas chamber, there were two floors—the furnaces downstairs 
and the living quarters [for the Sonderkommando] upstairs. A tall chimney, at least 
twenty meters high, rose from the roof of the building. The smoke billowed through it. . . 
. [The building] looked like an ordinary factory. There was nothing unusual about it. A 
simple building.  
   

  
Another former Sonderkommando member described the killing process, beginning 
with the undressing hall:  

The people walked into the room and once they were all inside they began to undress. . . 
. From the undressing room the people went down a narrow corridor to the gas 
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chamber. At the entrance, there 
was a sign: “To the Disinfection 
Room.” . . . [T]he men waited 
naked until the women were in 
the gas chamber, and then they 
went in. . . . When a large 
transport with lots of people 
came, the people were beaten 
to force them to enter the 
room. . . . Only when they 
were already in the gas 
chamber did they sense that 
something was out of whack. 
When the gas chamber filled 
up, the Germans stood at the 
door with dogs and continued 
to pack the people in so that 
more than were already inside 

could be gassed. Those who 
hadn’t gone in yet began to shout. The Germans responded with murderous beatings. 
The people were already naked and defenseless, so they were pushed in by 
force. . . . The moment the gas chamber filled up the SS man closed the door. Right after 
that, SS men drove over in a car that carried the emblem of the Red Cross. The cans of 
gas were taken out of the car, opened, and their contents were thrown into the gas 
chambers through the opening of the wall. . . . Some time later, the SS doctor 
determined the death of the people in the chamber by saying “It’s all over.” Then he 
drove away in the “Red Cross” car.  
As historians and survivors have struggled to describe and understand the nature of 
death camps like Auschwitz, they have also emphasized the near impossibility of 
conveying what it was like to people who were not there. Historian Gideon Greif, who 
edited a book of Sonderkommando accounts, writes:  

Many former prisoners explained in their testimonies that everyday life in the Nazi 
camps was based on a total reversal of all moral standards. Power was associated solely 
with the license to oppress and torture. Values such as mercy and compassion were 
regarded as extreme, negative and perverse. . . . It gave rise to an upside-down world or, 
as the writer and Auschwitz survivor K. Tzetnik put it, “another planet,” a place that 
functioned on different, unknown principles. . . . Auschwitz constituted a reality that 
had never before existed and had never been known, let alone experienced.  
  

  
Identity in the camps  

Primo Levi was an Italian Jew who survived Auschwitz. A scientist, he also went on to 
write powerful poems and memoirs about his experiences in the camp. In the following 
passage, he describes his first days as a prisoner in Auschwitz.  
In a moment, with almost prophetic intuition, the reality was revealed to us: we had 
reached the bottom. It is not possible to sink lower than this; no human condition is 
more miserable than this, nor could it conceivably be so. Nothing belongs to us any 
more; they have taken away our clothes, our shoes, even our hair; if we speak, they 
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would not listen to us, and if they listen, they will not understand. They will even take 
away our name: and if we want to keep it, we will have to find ourselves the strength to 
do so, to manage somehow so that behind the name something of us, of us as we were, 
still remains.  

We know that we will have difficulty in being understood, and this is as it should be. But 
consider what value, what meaning is enclosed even in the smallest of our daily habits, 
in the hundred possessions which even the poorest beggar owns: a handkerchief, an old 
letter, the photo of a cherished person. These things are part of us, almost like limbs of 

our body; nor is it conceivable that we can be 
deprived of them in our world, for we 
immediately find others to substitute for the 
old ones, other objects which are ours in their 
personification and evocation of our 
memories.  
Imagine now a man who is deprived of 
everyone he loves, and at the same time of his 
house, his habits, his clothes, in short, of 
everything he possesses: he will be a hollow 
man, reduced to suffering and needs, 
forgetful of dignity and restraint, for he who 
loses all often easily loses himself. He will be 
a man whose life or death can be lightly 
decided with no sense of human affinity, in 
the most fortunate of cases, on the basis of a 

pure judgment of utility. It is in this way that one can understand the double sense of the 
term “extermination camp,” and it is now clear what we seek to express with the phrase: 
“to lie on the bottom.”  

Häftling [prisoner]: I have learnt that I am Häftling. My number is 174517; we have 
been baptized, we will carry the tattoo on our left arm until we die.  
The operation was slightly painful and extraordinarily rapid; they placed us all in a row, 
and one by one, according to the alphabetical order of our names, we filed past a skillful 
official armed with a sort of pointed tool with a very short needle. It seems that this is 
the real, true initiation: only by “showing one’s number” can one get bread and soup. 
Several days passed, and not a few cuffs and punches, before we became used to 
showing our number promptly enough not to disorder the daily operation of food-
distribution; weeks and months were needed to learn its sound in the German language. 
And for many days, while the habits of freedom still led me to look for the time on my 
wristwatch, my new name ironically appeared instead, a number tattooed in bluish 
characters under the skin.  
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The Sunflower Synopsis
This belongs to the following resource(s): Exploring Dimensions of Forgiveness: The Sunflower

In The Sunflower, Simon Wiesenthal writes of an incident that occurred during the time he was a 
concentration camp inmate. One day, he and his work detail were sent to clean medical waste at 
a converted army hospital for wounded German soldiers. On the way, "Our column suddenly 
came to a halt at a crossroads. I could see nothing that might be holding us up but I noticed on 
the left of the street there was a military cemetery . . . and on each grave there was planted a 
sunflower . . . I stared spellbound . . . Suddenly I envied the dead soldiers. Each had a sunflower 
to connect him with the living world, and butterflies to visit his grave. For me there would be no 
sunflower. I would be buried in a mass grave, where corpses would be piled on top of me. No 
sunflower would ever bring light into my darkness, and no butterflies would dance above my 
dreadful tomb." Simon's work group arrived at the hospital. As they worked, a nurse came up to 
Simon and asked, "Are you a Jew?" When he answered "Yes," she took him into the hospital 
building, to the bedside of Karl, a 21-year old dying Nazi soldier. Karl's head was completely 
covered in bandages, with openings only for his mouth, nose and ears. Karl wanted to tell Simon 
his story. He began, "I know that at this moment thousands of men are dying. Death is 
everywhere. It is neither infrequent nor extraordinary. I am resigned to dying soon, but before 
that I want to talk about an experience which is torturing me. Otherwise I cannot die in peace . . . 
I must tell you of this horrible deed - tell you because . . . you are a Jew." Karl talked about his 
childhood and described himself as a happy, dreamy child. His father was a Social Democrat and 
his mother brought Karl up as a Catholic. Karl joined the Hitler Youth and later volunteered for 
the SS. That was the last time his father spoke to him. Karl went on to tell Simon about being 
sent to fight in Russia, and about coming, one day, to a village. "In a large square we got out and 
looked around us. On the other side of the square there was a group of people under close guard . 
. . The word went through our group like wildfire: ‘They're Jews' . . . An order was given and we 
marched toward the huddled mass of Jews. There were a hundred and fifty of them or perhaps 
two hundred, including many children who stared at us with anxious eyes. A few were quietly 
crying. There were infants in their mothers' arms, but hardly any young men; mostly women and 
graybeards . . . A truck arrived with cans of petrol which we unloaded and took into a house . . . 
Then we began to drive the Jews into the house . . . Then another truck came up full of more 
Jews and they too were crammed into the house with the others. Then the door was locked and a 
machine gun was posted opposite . . . When we were told that everything was ready, we went 
back a few yards, and then received the command to

remove safety pins from hand grenades and throw them through the windows of the house . . . 
Behind the windows of the second floor, I saw a man with a small child in his arms. His clothes 
were alight. By his side stood a woman, doubtless the mother of the child. With his free hand the 
man covered the child's eyes . . . then he jumped into the street. Seconds later the mother 
followed. Then from the other windows fell burning bodies . . . We shot . . . Oh God! I don't 
know how many tried to jump out of the windows but that one family I shall never forget - least 
of all the child." After that event, Karl's division moved on to the Crimea. One day, in the middle 
of a fight, Karl climbed out of his trench and he recalled, "in that moment I saw the burning 
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family, the father with the child and behind them the mother - and they came to meet me. ‘No, I 
cannot shoot at them a second time.' The thought flashed through my mind . . . And then a shell 
exploded by my side. I lost consciousness . . . It was a miracle that I was still alive - even now I 
am as good as dead . . . So I lie here waiting for death. The pains in my body are terrible, but 
worse still is my conscience . . . I cannot die . . . without coming clean . . . In the last hours of my 
life you are with me. I do not know who you are. I only know that you are a Jew and that is 
enough . . . In the long nights while I have been waiting for death, time and time again I have 
longed to talk about it to a Jew and beg forgiveness from him. Only I didn't know whether there 
were any Jews left . . . I know that what I am asking is almost too much for you, but without your 
answer I cannot die in peace." Simon left the room without a word. When his group returned to 
the hospital the next day, the same nurse came to Simon and told him that Karl had died. Over 
the next years of the war, time and again, through all his suffering, Simon thought of Karl and 
wondered if he should have forgiven him. "Ought I to have forgiven him? Was my silence at the 
bedside of the dying Nazi right or wrong? This is a profound moral question . . . The crux of the 
matter is, of course, the question of forgiveness. Forgetting is something that time alone takes 
care of, but forgiveness is an act of volition . . ."
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FORGIVENESS
Novelist Rebecca Goldstein suggests that forgiveness for the Nazis’ crimes is impossible:

Yes, the SS man came to see, to some extent, his guilt, but not, I think, to the full extent in which 
that guilt exists and always will. For had he understood the enormity of his crimes, he would 
never have dared ask for forgiveness. Never. To have truly seen his guilt would have been to 
know himself as utterly dispossessed of all chances for forgiveness. It would have been to know 
himself as having forfeited forever any questionable right to “die in peace.” Perhaps then, and 
only then, in knowing his absolute unforgivability, would it even be conceivable that he be 
granted forgiveness—and only by those burning souls, multiplied by millions.

Author Cynthia Ozick also rejects forgiveness:

[F]orgiveness is pitiless. It forgets the victim. It negates the right of the victim to his own life. It 
blurs over suffering and death. It drowns the past. It cultivates sensitiveness toward the murderer 
at the price of insensitiveness toward the victim.

Rabbi Harold Kushner has a different perspective:

Forgiving is not something we do for another person, as the Nazi asked Wiesenthal to do for him. 
Forgiving happens inside us. It represents a letting go of a sense of grievance, and perhaps most 
importantly a letting go of the role of victim. For a Jew to forgive the Nazis would not mean, 
God forbid, saying to them “What you did was understandable, I can understand what led you to 
do it and I don’t hate you for it.” It would mean saying “What you did was thoroughly despicable 
and puts you outside the category of decent human beings. But I refuse to give you the power to 
define me as a victim. I refuse to let your blind hatred define the shape and content of my 
Jewishness. I don’t hate you; I reject you.” And then the Nazi would remain chained to his past 
and to his conscience, but the Jew would be free.

Minister and scholar Hubert Locke roots his response in Wiesenthal’s silence:

You ask if your silence to the dying Nazi’s pleas for forgiveness was right or wrong . . . No, I 
cannot answer your question of right and wrong, your silence was your answer and perhaps it 
should be ours as well. There is much that silence might teach us, if we could but learn to listen 
to it. Not the least of its lessons is that there may well be questions for which there are no 
answers and other questions for which the answers would remove the moral force of the 
question. There are matters that perhaps should always remain unanswered; questions which 
should lie like a great weight on our consciences so that we continually feel an obligation to 
confront their insistent urging. There are questions that are unanswerable queries of the soul, 
matters too awe-full for human response, too demonic for profound rational resolution. By our 
silence, perhaps we acknowledge as much; we own up to our humanness. We concede that we 
are not gods and that we lack, as much as we might be loath to admit it, the capacity to provide 
understanding and assurance for every inexplicable moment in life.
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