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INTRODUCTION

On June 14, 1994, we interviewed a man named Adam Grolsch for about four hours in his home in Krefeld, Germany. He candidly told us many things about his experiences as a radio operator in the German army during World War II, including how he had frequently listened to BBC broadcasts during the war and how he had personally observed the shooting of thousands of Jews from the Pinsk ghetto in October 1942. Six days after his interview, he sat down and wrote us a brief letter, which we received two days later at our office at the Center for Historical Social Research at the University of Cologne. His ostensible reason for writing was to make a minor correction to what he had said about the BBC broadcasts he had listened to while he was stationed on the eastern front. In addition to this, however, he wanted to communicate that the interview had brought back painful memories that continued to trouble him deeply. At the end of his letter, he wrote, “After our intensive discussion about the Holocaust in Pinsk that I experienced directly, I was haunted the entire night by nightmares. What must it be like for the surviving victims?”

A year later, on July 24, 1995, we interviewed a man named Herbert Klein in a hotel room in Saddle Brook, New Jersey. This interview also lasted for about four hours and was also very candid. Furthermore, it also brought back painful memories to the interviewee, especially because Herbert Klein was just such a surviving victim of the Holocaust that Adam Grolsch had in mind when he had written to us a year earlier. Born two years later than Adam Grolsch, in 1922,
Herbert Klein had been raised in the German city of Nuremberg. His father led the local Jewish community during the entire Nazi period before he and his family were deported to the Theresienstadt ghetto in June 1943. In our wide-ranging interview with him, Herbert Klein talked at length about his experiences as a Jewish man in Nazi Germany and explained that he was one of a very small number of Jews from Nuremberg to survive the Holocaust.

After our interview, he too could not rest easily. Over the next three days, he phoned us several times about minor corrections and additions he wanted to make to his interview, and then he invited us to visit him at his home before we left the New York/New Jersey area. When we finally went there, much of our discussion revolved around a magazine article he gave us to read about a man of good conscience who had written objectively about the Holocaust but had caused considerable pain to some by not understanding some things correctly about what and whom he had written.

Adam Grolsch and Herbert Klein are only two of the nearly two hundred people we interviewed face-to-face and only two of the more than three thousand people we surveyed in writing about their experiences during the Hitler years in Nazi Germany. They are two of the many people, both Jewish and non-Jewish, we have had contact with in the course of the research on this book who have made crystal clear the importance of getting things right, both factually and interpretively.

Although we have tried our level best to “get it right,” some of the evidence that we have uncovered leaves room for differing interpretations, and we ourselves continue to disagree on a few issues. The most significant of these relates to the questions of just how much the German population knew about the mass murder of the European Jews while the Holocaust was being perpetrated during World War II and exactly how and when they came to know about it.1 Nevertheless, despite modest interpretative differences, we are in broad agreement about the answers to the other questions this book confronts, several of which are central to the understanding of dictatorial terror, Nazi society, and the Holocaust. Among these are the following: Did most Germans support or oppose Hitler and the Nazi regime? What aspects of Nazi society did German people find most to their liking? How much and what forms of terror did they experience? Did Jews and non-Jews have experiences with Nazi terror that were similar? Did both Jews and non-Jews live in constant fear of denunciation and arrest? How widespread and popular was anti-Semitism, how was it manifested, and to what extent did it abate or grow worse over time?2

The questions we address and the evidence we present are of vital importance, for our study is the first to ask systematically a large cross section of the German population, both Jewish and non-Jewish, about their everyday lives in Nazi Germany and about their brushes with Nazi terror, as well as their knowledge about the mass murder of the Jews. Furthermore, we believe that our study is unique in another way: it has been conducted in an international and cross-disciplinary fashion, combining the expertise of an American specialist in the history of modern German and Nazi society with that of a German specialist in public opinion and sociological research. Ever since we wrote the first grant proposal in 1991 seeking the funds necessary to begin our research,3 we have worked closely together on every stage of the project, sometimes in Germany, sometimes in the United States, and sometimes in other countries as well.

During the time we have worked on this project, a new conception of the Nazi dictatorship has been developing in the international scholarly community to which our evidence lends powerful support. If this new understanding of how Nazi society functioned gains wider acceptance, which we believe it should, it will have policy import as well as scholarly significance.

Until recently, scholarship on Nazi society in particular and twentieth-century dictatorial societies in general was heavily influenced by the theorists of the “totalitarian school” that emerged during the early years of the Cold War in the 1950s. Basing their argumentation more on logic and anecdote than on systematic empirical evidence, leading exponents of this school like the political philosopher Hannah Arendt and the political scientist Zbigniew Brzezinski viewed the dictatorial regimes and not the people who lived under them to be the problem and construed terror and coercion to be the essential features of Nazi, Soviet, and other dictatorial societies.4 Many scholars followed their lead and wrote historical accounts emphasizing the supposed omnipotence of secret police agencies like the Nazi Gestapo and the Soviet KGB and the fear that allegedly blanketed the entire populations of these “totalitarian” societies.5 Eventually a paradigm developed based on logic that seemed inescapable.

Although this paradigm remains influential among policymakers and the lay public, it no longer reigns supreme in the scholarly community. Because of the pioneering efforts of a number of historians from several countries who have systematically worked through previously neglected or unavailable archival materials (e.g., Gestapo and police case files, court and party records, mood and morale reports, and other documentary evidence), a fundamentally new view of the Nazi dictatorship is emerging that stresses complicity and consent more than coercion and compulsion.6 We are now beginning to understand, for example, that the Gestapo was far more limited in its resources and powers than was once thought, and that to be effective it had to concentrate on policing targeted enemies like Jews and communists while leaving most of the German population considerable latitude to go about their private lives. They were able to do this because Hitler and his ideology had widespread support from the German population.

This is not to argue that the Nazi regime was not oppressive. Neither is it to argue that the German citizenry always agreed with the Nazi regime’s most abhorrent policies and acts, above all with the wholesale slaughter of European Jewry. Still, the interview and survey evidence that our study has been built on adds to and buttresses the new view of Nazi society that archival investigation in the past decade or so has begun to create. As Ian Kershaw concludes on the final page of his recent biography of Adolf Hitler, “The previously unprobed depths of inhumanity probed by the Nazi regime could draw upon wide-ranging complicity at all levels of society.”7 Shocking as it may seem, dictatorships can be quite popular.8

Thus, by simply asking the German people themselves in an organized and social-scientific way about their experiences and their level of understanding and knowledge about the mundane as well as historic events that they lived through personally, we are able to demonstrate that the Third Reich was not a living hell for all who lived in it, as many scholars have argued in the past. Even though it brought enormous pain, suffering, and death to many—especially if they were Jewish—it had the strong support of millions of common German citizens for most of its existence, and most Germans did not have to be compelled to remain loyal to Hitler and his regime. Far from living in a state of constant fear and discontent, most Germans led happy and even normal lives in Nazi Germany. As one man we interviewed for this book told us in the comfort of his home in Michigan in May 2001, “To us, it was the most exciting time of our lives. . . . You see, when the Nazis came to power, I was five years old. I grew up in this. So it was a normal way of life for me.”9

In some ways, therefore, there were two Nazi societies, one for most Germans and another for Jews and a relatively limited number of others who either opposed the Nazi regime on ideological or moral grounds or belonged to minority groups that the Nazis acted against ruthlessly.10 One of the great tragedies in the history of modern German society is that great numbers of those who lived in that other Nazi society had been proud, patriotic Germans who were consequently dumbfounded when Hitler and the Nazi regime turned them into outcasts. In the words of another man who had also emigrated to America after the war but happened to be Jewish, “It came to us German Jews as a tremendous shock that this anti-Semitic policy was introduced. It took us a long time to grasp this new direction. It was unthinkable, because we were so utterly German—more German than some of the Germans themselves.”11

The greatest tragedy of all was the Holocaust, which ultimately destroyed the lives of millions of Jews across the continent of Europe. This unspeakable crime against humanity could not have been possible without the indifference and complicity of a large part of the German population. That few Germans protested meaningfully against the Holocaust has been well documented.12 Still, the extent to which the German population shared Hitler’s hatred of the Jews and avidly supported his anti-Semitic measures remains a hotly contested issue.13 Our evidence, based especially on the testimony of the Jewish participants in our surveys and interviews, will qualify, though not completely contradict, the views of scholars like Daniel Jonah Goldhagen who allege that anti-Semitic views were widely shared among the mainstream German population.

Of equal and perhaps even greater significance for our study, however, is the question of whether the German population was aware of the mass murder of the Jews of Europe while it was being carried out. Certainly the Nazis took pains to keep this a secret both from the German population and the world in general. Otherwise, powerful opposition might have mounted from many quarters to bring their murderous policy to a halt: more Jews might have gone into hiding or might have refused to go to the deportation trains; non-Jews in Germany and outside of Germany might have gathered in open protest or might have swelled the ranks of the limited resistance movements; more pressure might have been placed on Allied governments to bomb the concentration camps; and so on.

But how successful were the Nazis in keeping the Holocaust a secret? Certainly they were successful at least in keeping up the pretense among the German population that the Holocaust was a secret both during the war and for decades after it was over. At Nuremberg and in subsequent war crimes trials and investigations, large numbers of Nazis leaders and functionaries, from Albert Speer to garden-variety Gestapo officers, avoided death sentences and often any punishment at all because it could not be proven that they had known about the mass murder that they had helped carry out.14 For many years after the war, the words “we didn’t know about it” became a national German refrain.

Now the immediate danger of being punished for Nazi crimes has diminished and Germany and its population have long since been welcomed back into the family of civilized nations. Most Germans who lived through the Third Reich have either died or are nearing the end of their lives. Consequently far more people are willing to say what they really knew back then about the Holocaust. Maybe they would have done this sooner had they been asked under the right circumstances. Now at last we have asked them, and hence the title of this book of oral history about the World War II generation in Germany is What We Knew: Terror, Mass Murder, and Everyday Life in Nazi Germany.

Finding out what the non-Jewish and Jewish populations of Nazi Germany knew and experienced has not been an easy task, either intellectually or emotionally. Just talking with our interviewees has been traumatic, since many of them have related very painful stories. But, precisely because the issues involved are so sensitive, it was of crucial importance for us to conduct the research for this book in a rigorous fashion. Completing this project has taken us more than a decade.

If the main purpose of our book had been readability, it would have been published several years ago. Rather, it is the product of a truly massive research effort combining oral history and systematic survey techniques to provide convincing evidence that can help answer some of the most central questions about Nazi society.

When we began our research in 1993, we knew what kinds of questions we wanted to ask, but we did not know if people would be willing to answer them. In the end, however, the response we received from both Jews and non-Jews was truly gratifying. We received a positive response rate of nearly 50 percent in the written surveys, and a large proportion of the people we surveyed indicated that they would be willing to speak with us at length in subsequent face-to-face interviews about their views and experiences. By the time we had more or less completed our surveys and interviews in 2001, more than three thousand people had answered our written surveys and we had conducted in-depth interviews with nearly two hundred. We have spent the past three years analyzing the survey results, editing the interviews, and writing the book.

To ensure that the views and experiences of the people we surveyed and interviewed reflect those of the majority of Jews and non-Jews who had lived in Nazi Germany, we decided to conduct our surveys with large and representative samples of the populations of several different German cities and to conduct two additional surveys with separate groups of German Jewish Holocaust survivors. The first survey we conducted was in the city of Cologne in the spring and summer of 1993.

Following standard survey research design, we began our surveying effort with a pilot study. We drew up a sample questionnaire and sent it to about three hundred Cologne residents born in or before 1928 who were randomly selected from a list of people provided to us by the Cologne Statistical Bureau. Although people born in 1928, who are the youngest people we contacted, were teenagers when the Third Reich ended in 1945, which some might consider too young to know or experience very much, they represent a small fraction of the people we surveyed. Most of the people we surveyed in the pretest and in the subsequent larger surveys had already reached adulthood during the years of the Third Reich. In the larger surveys we conducted, the median birth year of the people we surveyed was between 1920 and 1922, depending on the city.

After we concluded our pilot survey, we analyzed the results carefully and made changes in the questionnaire to promote clarity. A year later, in the fall of 1994, we mounted the first of our major survey efforts with over three thousand randomly selected residents of the cities of Cologne and Krefeld. We chose these cities because they were near our base of operations at the time, at the University of Cologne, and because one of us (Johnson) was also working on a related project dealing with the police and court records of those and other Rhineland communities in the Third Reich.15 The response rate we received in these surveys mirrored that of the pilot study survey, although it was slightly lower (closer to 50 percent than 60 percent) partially because we decided to send only two reminders to those who had not answered the survey, instead of three (which would have been prohibitively expensive).

We were satisfied with the response to our Cologne and Krefeld surveys, but we still had two important concerns. First, few of the respondents were Jewish, since there are few Jews living in any German city. Second, even though about half of the people who answered the Cologne and Krefeld surveys had lived in other communities during the Third Reich and thus had only moved to Cologne or Krefeld after 1945, we feared that the results we received might not be representative enough of other German communities. Consequently, in the years following our Cologne and Krefeld surveys, we took steps to remedy these potential problems by conducting two subsequent surveys with large random samples of the populations of Dresden (1995) and Berlin (1999), and with two additional surveys specifically targeted to German Jewish survivors.

The survey results from Dresden and Berlin turned out to be very similar to those of Cologne and Krefeld, which added measurably to our ability to generalize our findings. They also boost our confidence in our findings for three reasons. One is that the residents of Dresden and Berlin are predominantly Protestant, whereas those of Cologne and Krefeld are largely Catholic. Another is that Dresden and Berlin lie in the east of Germany geographically, Cologne and Krefeld in the west. The final reason is that Hitler and his Nazi Party received far lower voter support in Weimar elections from the Catholic-dominated cities of Cologne and Krefeld than from the Protestant-leaning cities like Dresden.

The two surveys that we administered to Jewish survivors took place in 1995 and 1996. Although we employed a questionnaire that was almost identical to that used in the German cities, it was written in English instead of German because most survivors have lived for the past fifty years in the United States, Great Britain, Israel, or some other non–German speaking country. The first of the two surveys, the longer one, was mailed with the gracious help of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum research staff, which wrote a letter endorsing our study for inclusion with the survey and safeguards our list of Jewish survivors. The second and smaller survivor study was conducted with the surviving Jewish population of the city of Krefeld. The addresses of the Krefeld survivors were provided to us by one of the survivors.

After we had completed our written survey, we could feel that we had truly questioned a rather representative sample of Jews and non-Jews who had lived in the Third Reich. The only significant caveat is that they represent a somewhat younger population than had been the average in Germany between 1933 and 1945. Still, most of the people we surveyed had reached adulthood before the Third Reich ended, and, because our sample is so large, it is possible to control for the possible distortions caused by this age factor.

The Jewish survivors and the non-Jewish Germans we canvassed included men and women from all corners of Germany and from all walks of life, people who had lived in nearly every large German city during the Third Reich as well as others from numerous small towns and medium-size cities. Their educational, socioeconomic, and religious backgrounds reflect both the Jewish and non-Jewish populations who experienced Nazism firsthand. Finally, they are varied in their political backgrounds and present affiliations, not dissimilar to the way they and their families had been in the Third Reich.

The nearly two hundred people we interviewed at length also originated from all over Germany and came from all types of educational, socioeconomic, religious, and political backgrounds. Except for a handful, all of them had taken our written surveys. The interviews we conducted with them were carried out over the entire span of our survey effort. After we completed our original pretest of the written survey in Cologne in 1993, we selected twenty of the respondents for subsequent face-to-face interviews. We conducted the balance of the non-Jewish interviews between 1995 and 2001, after we completed our main surveys in the relevant cities. Most of the Jewish survivor interviews were conducted in the United States, especially in the New York/New Jersey area in the summer of 1995. We also conducted several interviews in other localities in the United States, Germany, and other countries; a research assistant even conducted an interview in Chile in 2002.

As with our written surveys, we took pains in our interviews to ensure that the answers we received were reliable and valid. We were especially mindful of the so-called interviewer effect, in which the responses of the interviewees are influenced by the personality and values of the interviewer. To control for this, we conducted only a third of the interviews ourselves and trained a few others from different personal and disciplinary backgrounds to conduct the rest. The largest number of interviews were conducted by four people, two women and two men. The two women, Ana Perez Belmonte and Christiane Wever, were advanced history students at the University of Cologne who had worked for several years as our research assistants and were knowledgeable about the historical issues involved. The two men, Christian Knopf and Michael Riesenkönig, were graduate students in psychology at Cologne but had not worked on our project previously and knew somewhat less than the two women about the history of the Third Reich and the Holocaust.* In our view, whatever disadvantages their lack of advanced historical training might have caused were offset by their relative independence from us and by the fresh insights they had as trained psychologists. Furthermore, in the course of their graduate training, both of them had already gained considerable experience in conducting interviews related to other issues.

At the beginning of each interview we told the interviewee that our questions would focus on three main issues. First we asked them to describe their everyday lives in the Third Reich; second, we asked them to discuss any specific experiences they or people known to them had with Nazi terror; third, we asked them to tell us about any experiences they might have had during the Holocaust and what they had come to know, if anything, before the end of the war about the mass murder of Jews.

The interviews were all recorded on audiotape. The shortest interviews lasted for about an hour. The longer ones lasted for many hours; some stretched over a few days. We always tried to give the interviewees a choice of possible interview venues. Locations included university office buildings, restaurants, and even hotel rooms and suites. Most invited us to their homes. Although the interviews always centered on the questions enumerated above, they proceeded in a conversational manner and sometimes moved in quite unexpected directions. In the end, therefore, the interviewees were given the chance to tell us the stories that they wanted to tell us about their lives, although our questions encouraged them to concentrate on the issues of everyday life, terror, and mass murder.

Unfortunately we can publish only a fraction of the interviews we conducted, and each interview has been edited for clarity and brevity. We elected to change the names of all of the interviewees to safeguard their anonymity, even though some of them might have preferred to have their real names published. Nevertheless, the forty interviews we have selected for this volume (twenty with Jews and twenty with non-Jews) are, we believe, reasonably representative of the entire body of interviews that we conducted originally. They reflect the range of opinions and experiences that we encountered in our written surveys with thousands of people.

The book is divided into four parts, each subdivided into several chapters, followed by a brief conclusion chapter summarizing our major findings and arguments. Parts 1-2 contain the forty interview narratives, with one part each for Jews and non-Jews. Parts 3-4 analyze the Jewish and non-Jewish questionnaires and draw on the interview material for supportive illustrations. Most of these references pertain to the forty interviews included here, but we also quote some statements made by people whose interviews we did not publish. Relatively more of these are found in the chapters in Part 4 dealing with the non-Jewish population, because we interviewed more non-Jews than Jews, and we didn’t want to lose their voices entirely. Additionally, in the latter group, many of these interviews also contain important commentary and evidence that pertains to our analysis.

Although the focus throughout the book is on average people, their experiences and observations tell us much about an extraordinary period in human history. Many of them, especially Germans who were not Jewish, lived mundane, even quite normal lives under the Nazi dictatorship. But many became involved or participated in truly horrifying events.

Among the Jews we interviewed are several who managed to escape the Holocaust by emigrating during the 1930s to such countries as the United States, Great Britain, and China, and several who emigrated to countries in western and eastern Europe that eventually fell under Nazi occupation and ended up deporting their Jews to ghettos and concentration camps. Of the Jews we interviewed who did not leave Germany before the war began, nearly all eventually wound up in concentration camps, even though a few tried to avoid this by going into hiding once it became clear that deportation to the east was usually tantamount to a death sentence. One woman survived by jumping off a train taking her and other Jews to Auschwitz and another woman survived by working in a massage parlor run by an SS man in Berlin. More typically, however, the deported Jews who survived somehow eluded selection to the gas chambers and endured years of backbreaking forced labor, chronic malnutrition, widespread disease, and barbaric mistreatment.

Compared with these experiences, those of the non-Jewish Germans we interviewed and surveyed were usually rather mild. Although most of them violated the ubiquitous laws of the Third Reich at one point or another by listening to foreign radio broadcasts, telling jokes critical of Hitler and other Nazi leaders, spreading news about the mass murder of Jews, or involving themselves in other kinds of outlawed activities, few of them were caught or punished and most tell us that they did not fear being arrested. Instead of living their lives in fear and dread, most tell us that they in fact supported Hitler and many aspects of Nazi ideology. Still, a significant minority abhorred the Nazi regime and a handful took part in underground resistance activity.

Among the people we interviewed, most had not been members of or functionaries in the Nazi Party. But some were, and others were the children of such people. Many, however, had belonged to the Hitler Youth or other party organizations, and several had been soldiers during the war or the wives and daughters of soldiers. A few were policemen, concentration camp guards, and members of army units that slaughtered Jews; others had special experiences during the Holocaust.

As will become evident in the pages of this book, large numbers of Jews and non-Jews in Nazi Germany eventually came to know quite a lot about the Holocaust during the course of World War II. Since they were the primary victims of it, Jews generally tried harder to find out about it and usually did, but not always before they were deported to the places where it was being carried out. Since people of their background were the prime perpetrators of it, non-Jews did not necessarily seek out news about the mass murder. Nevertheless, after Auschwitz began to gas its first Jewish victims in mid-1942, it became ever harder for them to remain uninformed as news of it came from so many quarters. Some witnessed it happening or even participated directly in it, and, not infrequently, described it to others. Some heard about it second or third hand—from soldiers on leave from the eastern front, foreign news broadcasts, well-informed friends, relatives, and clergymen, and occasionally Gestapo officers and Nazi Party officials. Sometimes the news reached them soon after the murders commenced in 1941 and 1942. Other times it came to them late in the war after most of the Jews had been killed. Sometimes it was passed along in the form of rumors that were whispered under people’s breath. Other times it was discussed openly with specific information provided about the concentration camps and the mass shootings and gassings. Not everyone came to know, but a great many did. If people wanted to know, very often they could find out.



*Four other people should also be recognized here as they carried out many of the interviews in Dresden and Berlin. They also had extensive training in either history or the social sciences. The are Falk Schützenmeister, Iris Hildebrandt, Katja Bögner and Ute Strewe.
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	JEWS WHO LEFT GERMANY BEFORE KRISTALLNACHT

WILLIAM BENSON


Never to forget, never to forgive.


Born in 1924 and raised in Leipzig as the son of a successful businessman,  William Benson fled with his family to Italy in 1937. During the war he  fought with the partisans in Italy. After the war he emigrated to the  United States and became an engineer.



You can’t trust these Germans. Whatever they tell you, they’re lying. They tell you what you want to hear, that’s all they’re doing: they’re all innocent; nobody knew anything; they were always against Hitler. All that you hear is nonsense.

In 1934 or 1935, I remember Hitler came to Leipzig. I was a little kid there and there was a big square, I think it was called the Augustus Platz. There was Hitler and he was preaching there. I could not understand a word he was saying because he spoke a very bad German. You know, he’d scream. So I saw people with tears coming down their faces, tears, and I came home and told my parents that Hitler was speaking and I saw people crying and I couldn’t understand why. I wanted to know why they were so hypnotized by that man.

I used to collect photographs. I had an album with all the Nazi pictures of them marching with the banners. To me it was like a big thing, an adventure. I didn’t know what it was about; who he was. As a matter of fact, the German Jews during the early years of Hitler were petitioning Hitler to form a Jewish brigade. You must have heard about that one. Some of those German Jews were more German than Jews. They had medals and they were really gung-ho—real, real Germans, especially the rich ones—because Hitler was against communism. Anybody with money would say, “Oh, good, Hitler. He’s a good guy to have around.”


How were you treated by your German neighbors and classmates?

I used to have a friend; he was a very good friend, a real German. I used to invite him home; he was my best buddy. I remember one time I came home after my mother had sent me out to get some milk—at that time we had to get the milk in a pot, you know, they’d pour the milk and then you had to carry it. So I had got the milk and then kids surrounded me and they called me Judenschwein  [Jewish pig] and took the milk and poured it over my head. When I came home I was crying and said, “What is a Judenschwein?”—I didn’t know what that meant—“Who’s a Jude? What’s a Judenschwein? Who am I?” I didn’t know who I was. I was only a kid. I didn’t know what I was, Jew or not Jew.

There were many times when I was beaten up coming from school. I remember one teacher who had something against me because I was a Jew in his class—there were a couple of Jews in his class. Every time when I must have been unruly, he used to pull me up front and bend me over and whip me with a bamboo stick. One time he whipped me so much that when I came home I had welts on my back.

My father took me out of the school. At that time the Jews had opened up their own school because Hitler stated a decree that Jews couldn’t go to the German schools, and this school became one of the best schools in the town. It even accepted German kids into that school, and, as a matter of fact, we even had German teachers. At the German school, I remember they always picked on me. But I didn’t know if it was because I was a Jew. I was a skinny kid, and when you’re a skinny kid, you know. I don’t know if they picked on me because I was a Jew or because I was a skinny kid. But they always picked on me.

I also remember they had these stores, where they had always written Juden  verboten. During Christmastime I remember there was a big department store with a lot of toys in the window and I wanted to see the toy department, and it was written there, Juden verboten. And I used to go in, and I used to believe I could because I was sneaking, I was cheating. I walked in, and I looked at all these toys, and I played with the toys, and then I walked out like I had stolen something.


Where did your family live? Did you live in isolation from the Germans or were you integrated with the Germans?

We had a house in a suburb of Leipzig called Nauenhof—my father was pretty well off. But, in 1929, during the Depression, he lost that house and we moved to Leipzig. But we still had a good business so we lived in a very nice neighborhood in a very big apartment. I remember it, seven rooms, a tremendous big place. It was very nice.

We were very integrated. Especially in the business where my father was, they were always very integrated. My father had German friends and they even came to our house—businesspeople, customers. My father always entertained. And that is why my father perished—because he believed in his Germans! Even in 1942 when he gave himself up, he still believed in them.

He was born in Poland. Germany is not my country. It’s an abortion, Germany. I’m sorry, but when I talk about Germany, I get very bitter.

I know I have a temper, but I will tell you one thing. I was born in Germany; I was brought up there for thirteen years and it’s in me. When I hear German music it does something to me; I like it: I like these marching songs. I say to my wife, “I hear these songs on the radio. I like it.” She says, “What’s the matter with you?” She gets mad at me. And I say, “I can’t help it. It’s in me.” I am so embarrassed. When people ask me where I was born, I’m embarrassed to say I’m born in Germany. I actually am embarrassed.


You also lived in Italy.

What happened is that in 1937 my father sent the three children, the three sons, to Italy to summer camp, all three of us. And then he figured he was going to follow. So he just followed, he escaped. He left his business with all his furs and everything just left behind and he came to Italy and started anew. That was 1937 to 1939. He started a business again. He was good at making money—not like me, I mean, he was the opposite. Whatever I touch turns bad and whatever he touched turned to gold. All my life I had that problem. So we started again. I went back to school in Italy for a couple of years. First I went to a school in Milan. This was an Italian school, a private school, and I learned Italian. The second year I went to the public school. But then when Mussolini got together with Hitler, he said that all the Jews that came after 1914 to Italy had to leave. So where do you go? Nobody wanted to take a Jew. So we smuggled ourselves over the border, over the Alps to France. But, of course, going over the border we got caught, the whole family—my two brothers, my parents, we were all together.

I will tell you one thing. If I couldn’t have come over here, I would have lived in Italy. That’s the only country in Europe where a Jew can live, where there’s no Jewish discrimination, no anti-Semitism. There is less anti-Semitism in Italy because the Italians look like Jews themselves, especially the ones in the south. Oh the big noses!

Anyway we got caught right at the border, on top. It took us two days and two nights, and the last night our guides abandoned us. We were up on a mountain—no roads or nothing—so we waited until they came. And then the French soldiers came, and they caught us and they arrested everybody—it was something like twenty people. But if people had a few things, they let them go and they gave them a piece of paper that allowed them to live there for six months (every six months this had to be renewed). And those that didn’t, went to jail for a few weeks, and they let them go also.

So there we were in France, still all together in a place that became the free zone when the war started. But then one night in August 1942 they came to our apartment and they broke the doors down (I had just graduated high school at that time, from France). So anyway, my dad asked me, “What do you want to do?” I said, “I’d like to go skiing.” So we found a place up by Chamonix, just near the border.

While I was up there, it happened, the story happened. My father wired me: “Don’t come back.” You know, I was a spoiled kid; I never did a day of work; I was always taken care of; I didn’t know anything. Here I am up there, with no money. “Don’t come back.” You know, that was a black, black day in my life in August 1942. As a matter of fact, I even have papers of the transport where my father and my brothers went to Auschwitz. From there they vanished.

That was a difficult time. After that I went to the owner of the place where I was staying and she took a liking to me. I was a young guy, eighteen years old, and she was in her thirties. She saved me really. She had some family in Grenoble and so I stayed there for a while. But then I was caught in September 1943 by the Italians and put into a camp. Luckily I escaped with a friend of mine just two weeks before they emptied out the camp and sent the inmates to Auschwitz. I ended up with the partisans, the underground in Italy, in the mountains for eighteen months from September 1943 until the end of the war.

Thank God, the group I was with didn’t want to fight. They just wanted to survive the war. So we lost maybe 25–30 percent of our people, not because of fighting but because the Germans came up these mountains periodically and anything that had pants—was a male and had pants—they shot.


How did you get to the United States?

I came in on the German quota. Even though I was stateless according to the Germans, I was not stateless according to the Americans. They go by the country where you are born. I had papers that I was born in Germany.

Everybody wanted to come at that time. To us, Roosevelt was a god. To a Jew in Europe, Roosevelt was a god. But nobody really knew what he really was. I don’t want to use the word, but he was a son of a bitch. I mean, he turned back the Jews when they came on the St. Louis. There were some nine hundred Jews on that ship. They came to the land of the free, and he didn’t let them in and most of them perished.

I was lucky enough to live two lives. One life was up to 1945. I should have been dead, but I survived and I started all over again. So my new life started in 1946. My second life, this is the life I’m not supposed to have had. And I tell you, the early years, I was very depressed. I was very depressed, very depressed and it was bad. I was all alone. I asked myself, “Why have I survived?” It was rough. They were very bad times. I was very bitter. Today, years later, people tell me, “Oh, Bill, it’s time to forgive. Forget and forgive.” I get so irritated, so mad. I teach my children, you never forgive, you never forget. And they should teach their children about Germany never to forget, never to forgive, never as long as our children can teach their children and keep on teaching their children. I don’t want them to forgive, ever. This is something you don’t forgive.

The mere word, German, it’s killing, it’s murdering. That’s all it is. And don’t think the children today are any better than their parents were. The hate for the Jews is still in them—it’s just covered. Their anti-Semitism is still there. If, God forbid, there were another Hitler, it would come right out again.

I’m very bitter. I’m so very bitter. All those years, I can’t get over it. My whole life was ruined. I had a good life, a good family. I was well-off. I never had to worry about anything. But the first ten, twelve years in this country, we were starving. I was ready to throw myself under the front of the railroad. But I didn’t. The instinct of survival is very strong. At the last minute, you don’t do it.

I cringe when I hear German spoken. I can’t stand it if on television they interview a German with subtitles. I look at the guy and I say, “You son of a bitch. You killer.” Especially when I see a guy who’s sixty, sixty-five, seventy. I know they were all in it, most of them—99 percent. When things got bad, all of a sudden they said, “Oh, we didn’t hear, we didn’t know about that. We never liked what he was doing.” But they were all with Hitler. When things were going good, even the ones that hated Hitler said maybe he’s not so bad after all. When everything turned around in ’44, then all of a sudden they hitched up to fight him. They should make a big park out of all of Germany, a beautiful park—the location is perfect—and use all the Germans as fertilizer. That is what I felt and what I still feel.



MARGARETE LEIB


They strangled my father with a packaging cord.


Margarete Leib was born in 1910 and raised in Karlsruhe. Her father, an attorney and former Social Democratic Party Reichstag deputy, was murdered  in a concentration camp in 1934. Before emigrating from France to  the United States in September 1941, she was involved in communist  resistance activities in Berlin.


We didn’t exactly fit the average family. In 1933, my father was still in the Reichstag, and I met all kinds of Reichstag deputies. For the short time I saw him before he was arrested, my father thought, “Okay, we have another government now, but no government lasts forever. There’ll be other elections.” He did not foresee what was going to happen, not even when he was in the concentration camp. He always changed between realizing that it might last and thinking that it will not last.

The government in Baden was taken over completely on March 9–10, 1933, and they then arrested a number of SPD [Social Democratic Party] and KPD [Communist Party] politicians and some Jews. My impression is that at that time it was not so much the Jews [who were being arrested]. There were some denunciations, and some people went right away to the party and said so-and-so did such-and-such, and then they were arrested. [Usually, however,] they were let out again after a few days. But the politicians were kept.


Were you present when the Gestapo or the police came to arrest your father?

No, I was still in Berlin taking examinations. On March 10, my mother called and told me, and then I left right away and went home. My father was first imprisoned in Karlsruhe, from March 10 until May 16. My mother was allowed to visit him twice a week, and I went every day. In the jail where he was in Untersuchungshaft [investigative detention], there were still some employees that my father knew from being an attorney. They were allowed to receive their meals from their families. So I went three times a day on my bike to the jail and brought breakfast, lunch, and dinner. This lasted until May 16. But on May 16—they had announced it already a day earlier—they were moved. They took those seven SPD people, including my father, on an open truck through Karlsruhe. They took them through the city and through all the little villages between Karlsruhe and Bruchsal and Heidelberg. In most villages, there were people who yelled and screamed at these people. It was really terrible. In Karlsruhe, there was an enormous upheaval both for and against it.

I saw it all. I was in my father’s office, because it faced the street, and I was looking out the window. A colleague of my father’s was there too. His name was Marx. He was at one window with some of the employees. There was a lot of commotion in the office, and I went over there, because I thought my father would probably look up when he went past his office. I stood at another window and then I made a kind of small movement, and my father looked up, very shyly. That was like a shock to me. Then several of them ran upstairs, and Marx went out to meet them on the stairs, and they immediately seized him and threw him on the truck as well.


Your father was then driven through Karlsruhe and the other places and then taken to a concentration camp. What was it like for him in the concentration camp?

That had been a former palace [in Kislau], a bishop’s palace or an archbishop’s. Among the prisoners, things were very good, and he was also older, not yet fifty-one. But of course the Nazis, the SA and so on, were horrible. Very soon thereafter, they got a commandant. His name was Mohr. He was a very decent man. Somehow he was in the police, the higher police. I am still in contact with his wife and daughter and their family. Whenever I’m there, it’s either for dinner or afternoon coffee.


How could the commandant of a concentration camp be decent? That’s not something you would expect.

There were in fact individuals who were decent. You can’t lump everybody together. Of course, a lot of unbelievably horrible things were done, and, in my opinion, Germans in general have no civil courage. In France, there was an underground resistance movement; in Germany, there was hardly anything. They followed along as if they had been ordered to by the grand duke or the kaiser. Everybody is obedient in Germany. I have to put it that way. That’s why people [only] said anything [about the regime] at home. But then it got so bad that they often couldn’t say anything in front of their children anymore. They had been trained in the Hitler Youth to tell on their parents. Dreadful!


How many people were there in the concentration camp? Did you have contact with your father at the time?

That was variable. It was rather on the small side. At one point one hundred [prisoners], at another point two hundred. My mother always went there when she was allowed to. I was also there a few times. I was allowed to go there especially when there was something that had to be discussed about business, something about the office or about money.


Did the Gestapo ever come to your house?

No. I once wrote a letter. After the death of my father at the end of March 1934, I received a notification from the insurance company about the seizure of my father’s life insurance, and so I wrote to them. Then it went further. I went to the Gestapo. There were five or six or more of those characters there, and I made a scene. I both cried and cursed. “I’m staying here until this is settled,” I said. They all knew that my father had been killed. It was very embarrassing for them in my presence. They wanted nothing more than to be rid of me. Finally, one of them suggested that he would call the insurance agency. They then released the money and kept only about a thousand marks. They had to pay the insurance money to the Gestapo. Not only was one held there as a prisoner and then killed, one then had to pay for having stayed there as well, so and so much money for each day. That’s why I was so furious. They then had the nerve to have themselves paid for this.


Where was he shot? In the concentration camp?

He wasn’t shot. They strangled him with a packaging cord. But so that they could conceal what had happened, they hung him up from a window frame and then called a doctor.


And what did the commandant of the concentration camp do?

They knew that he wouldn’t go along with that. So they said to him, “You’re freshly married, aren’t you? Wouldn’t you like to have a few weeks of vacation?” “Gladly,” he said. They had a small house in the northern part of the Black Forest and that is where he and his wife went during the time that this happened. During this period, they had Sauer as the commandant, and that’s how it was able to happen. When Mohr found out about it, he immediately said to his wife and those around him, “If I had been there, that wouldn’t have happened.” We even have that from him in writing. He heard about this in that house there. They didn’t even have a telephone there. A policeman came from a neighboring town and told him. He then got terribly upset about it, and he and his wife came straight back.


But it was presented as suicide?

Absolutely. It was played up in all the newspapers. I have it all [the clippings] here.


Did you and your mother believe that it was a suicide?

No. That same night, these three or four characters went to a pub and got drunk and talked about it, and other people overheard them. The next day, somebody from the place called a colleague of my father’s and told him about it. So we knew about it from the start. It was made known immediately, but what could we do? The doctor they called was from the prison in Bruchsal. He, of course, merely noted the death and didn’t say anything about it. One can certainly tell the difference between hanging and strangling.

My father’s colleague had received the corpse and taken it to the morgue at the cemetery in Karlsruhe. And the next day a doctor in Karlsruhe, who was no Jewish doctor, went there under the pretext that he was going to change my father’s clothes or something because he had been in his pajamas. So he examined him, and he [saw] the indications and he wrote up a report. Unfortunately, this was lost in the bombings. But there was a doctor in Berlin, and I wrote to him, and he confirmed it for me once again.


Were there any consequences when he determined that your father was killed?

There were none. Sauer then had me summoned, in writing, and I went there. There had been a correspondence with the camp. Later this would not have happened, but the paltry things that my father had there were then given to us: books, articles of clothing, and so on. Then I wrote to them that such-and-such was missing. What especially was missing was his hat. My father had worn a broad-brimmed, brown hat. I have heard that they fought over it in the camp.

Sauer’s only question related to his having heard that I wanted to take him to court. That, of course, could have had a lot of repercussions. I believe that he was thinking about those things [that were missing]. But then I said [to myself], “No. How can I take this guy to court under these circumstances?” That would have been crazy. Nevertheless, I must have given it some thought. Then he said, “So we’re of the same opinion.” He wanted to shake hands, but I ignored him and left.


Did you have any more contact with him after that? What was it like then? Were you afraid yourself about being arrested by the Gestapo?

No. I wasn’t quite twenty-four at the time. I wasn’t afraid of them. I had the feeling that nothing could happen to me. They wouldn’t have dared either. . . . A Swiss newspaper wrote that there were three thousand people at the funeral, three thousand people, a great procession with people everywhere. Of course, the Gestapo was there as well. Actually it was no burial, for he was cremated at the Karlsruhe crematorium. My mother, my sister, and I were there. My brother was already gone. He had gone to Strasbourg in 1933 and then later to Paris.


Didn’t one actually have to be rather cautious about saying anything?

We did talk with my father’s friends, social democrats and the like, and those from his office. Of course, one kept quiet around strangers.

We then also had to move because we couldn’t pay for the apartment anymore. Although my father had a good income, he had not really saved much and all the money he still had in the bank went to taxes. The taxes were high. And that was also really bad for me. I then searched for weeks for an apartment, and when I would see something, I would then tell them that we were Jews, however. Some of them would then reply, “That doesn’t bother us any.” But others would say, “No.” Someone then told me about a rental association and I went to see them. To my great astonishment, he said to me, “That doesn’t matter at all to us.”

We then went to live in a small house in a modern housing development just outside of Karlsruhe, and, since we were somewhat out of town, I would then ride a bike to my father’s office, where I continued to work for a while. The office continued to exist. Dr. Nachman, who was a partner and a Jew, continued to run the practice until it became impossible for him as well.


Were you politically active at the time?

No. It was only when I then went to Berlin that I wanted to do something, and then I looked around for a contact. This was in the fall of 1934. [I then became involved in] a communist group. I would always see only one person, and everyone would also use an alias. My job was the following: They would give me illegal newspapers that had been reproduced with purple letters. I was then supposed to send them to Paris. The contact in Paris would then send them money to support them. What I would do was buy some elegant magazines such as Die Dame and then stick the papers into a number of different pages of the magazines and then mail them off as common printed matter. They wanted the French communists to see that something was being done in Germany.

I once had these papers under my arm when I was in the subway. [In the subway] in Germany, you go through a kind of barrier—I was an attractive, young thing—and the man who punched the tickets said to me, “Oh, what kind of interesting papers are those?” My heart stood still. If he had seen what they were!

Anyway, I mailed those magazines in a completely open manner. I bought them, laid the information in them, closed them up with a tape around them, and put the address on them. I assumed that nobody would think about opening up Die Dame.


That was all rather dangerous. Weren’t you afraid at that time?

No. During this scene in the subway, it suddenly became clear to me, “For God’s sake, if he sees that!” But, in general, no. I was engaged at the time but not yet married. My fiancé was in Berlin for a while as a civil service trainee or in Magdeburg, where he was from. He would come to visit me every now and then. I also heard once that the porter or the porter’s wife had made some remarks about this. But nothing happened to us.

I was still there during the Olympic Games. Since it was clear to me that I couldn’t do anything in Paris as a lawyer, I then also learned to do massage and studied gymnastics. I did a lot myself. I went to a kind of school and took my exams in Berlin. You then had to do some practical work. [I did that at] a Jewish hospital near Alexanderplatz. There were only a lot of young people there, but nothing would be talked about very openly anymore. You had to take care, because somebody could have been an informant who might denounce you to someone in the Nazi Party. And the people in Berlin didn’t know me. It wasn’t like in Karlsruhe.

I finished with all of that in 1936. Then I got a French visa, liquidated the apartment, and went first to Düsseldorf where my aunt was still living. After that I went to Paris. I spent the summer vacation in St. Tropez with my husband, as we had gotten married. One of my cousins had a house there.

Then the war came in 1939, and all kinds of difficulties took place. My husband was sent to a camp as a native German. [He wasn’t Jewish] and they locked up everyone who was a native German. I then stayed all winter in St. Tropez. And then, in May 1940, we no longer had anything to do with Germany. Then the Germans broke into Belgium, Holland, and northern France and the French locked everybody up, including the women. Eventually I was imprisoned in two camps. But I was only in the camps for two months because my husband had already been recognized as being loyal. So I was then released, but not my husband. He had to join a kind of military unit, but one without weapons.


What did you know about the murder of the Jews?

Before 1941, you hadn’t heard anything. Between 1942 and 1945, I was already here [in America]. I arrived here with great difficulty with my mother on September 12, 1941. My mother had gone to France right after my father’s death. My sister was nine years younger than me. She was killed. [While] they were still in Marseilles, she had a baby. Eventually she couldn’t feed her child any longer and she didn’t want to go on anymore. So she took the child to a children’s home. Then she was picked up during a raid and sent to a temporary camp in Nancy, and from there to Poland and the gas chamber. That she was deported is something I only know about from books.



HENRY SINGER


The anti-Semitism in Germany was there before Hitler
 came to power. He just openly sanctioned it.


Born in 1919 and raised in Berlin as the son of a master tailor, Henry  Singer fled to Italy in June 1938 and spent several years during the war  in an Italian concentration camp before emigrating to the United States  and becoming a clothing designer.



My father, who lived for thirty years in Germany, was a Polish citizen. In 1938 they told him to leave the country or they would arrest him and put him in a concentration camp. The only country where he could go as a Polish citizen was Italy. So my father and my brother, who was two years older than I, got a visa to go to Italy. The Germans did not allow us to take out any money. I followed about three months later.

I had two sisters still in Germany, but they put me on a train. I was trembling from fear. I was sitting in a corner by the window and there was a man sitting across from me in the train that I was sure was a secret Gestapo agent. I didn’t even move; I didn’t even say one word. I went through Switzerland to Italy. They had wanted to send me through Austria, but I didn’t want to go through Austria because it was already a mess. This was in June 1938.

We went to Genoa, Italy. We didn’t know the language, not even one word. We couldn’t get a job, because they wouldn’t give you a job. The government would not allow you to take a job because there was a lot of unemployment. The only thing that you could do was go into business for yourself.

My father in Germany was a master tailor, what they call a Schneidermeister. At one time he had seventeen people working for him. The only thing we could do in Italy was open up a tailor shop for women and men. He had to borrow the money from the Jewish community in that town. They needed tailors in Italy like a hole in the head, so it was not easy for us to make a living. We lived above the store—it was like an attic.

In the meantime, Germany became allied with Italy and consequently the Italian government was forced to emulate the laws that Hitler had, the racial laws against the Jews. The agents came along and said, “You have to get out of here. You have to get out of the store. If not, they’re going to arrest you and they’re going to put you in jail and then from jail they’ll put you in a camp.” In the meantime, the Polish government, which was very anti-Semitic, would not renew our passports anymore, and this made it difficult to go anywhere. We became stateless. We were only able to obtain a passport for travel from the Italian government that stated we were stateless. Since nobody wanted anybody with a passport that said “stateless,” we couldn’t go anywhere.

Then, in 1940, or just before Italy entered the war on the side of Germany, the secret agents came to us and said, “We want you and your brother (not my father) to be in front of the police headquarters on that day and at that time. If you don’t come, we know who you are, and we know where you live, and we’re going to arrest you and put you in jail first for an undetermined period, and then we will send you to a concentration camp.” So that’s what we had to do. But we were not alone. There were another fifty in the same situation. They took us to the main railroad station and put us on a train. We had no idea where we were going.

Finally the train came to a stop in Naples. I found out that they were uncoupling my train car from the car where my brother was and I went to my end of the train and he went to his end of the train and we reached out and blessed each other because we didn’t know if we were going to see each other again. Later I found out that they sent my brother to Campania. I was sent down to Calabria to a concentration camp that they just had built.

This concentration camp was in a huge valley that was malaria infested. The director of the camp tried to be very harsh and very mean verbally—he tried to emulate the Germans. There was nothing there, two barracks, no water, no nothing. The water had to be trucked in every day. But they were building more barracks every day, and the camp grew to about ninety barracks eventually. I spent thirty-eight months there. The name of the camp was Bellamonte. I must say in all fairness, however, that the Italians treated us very humanely.

Unfortunately, my father was in northern Italy, and, as the war went on, northern Italy was occupied by the Germans and southern Italy was occupied by the Allies. The dividing line was Rome. Rome was declared an open city because the Vatican was there. We were liberated way before the north. During that time the German military arrested my father and sent him to Poland to a concentration camp. To this day I am still trying to find out what happened to him. They told me he died. The German government wrote me a letter saying he died on May 8, 1945, which I don’t believe because May 8, 1945 was the day of the official end of the war.

Like I said before and wish to emphasize, the Italian people were very generous and very humane and very hospitable. If it wasn’t for them, we would not be here. So I must pay tribute to them. They’re the ones who saved our lives. Even the secret agents were very humane. I cannot emphasize this enough. I wish to make this comment: In Germany the government was very bad, but the people were bad too; in Italy the government was forced to be bad to emulate Hitler’s laws and so on, but the people were very good. In Germany you didn’t have to force the people to execute orders, because there are stories in Germany and Poland, which are documented, where the people took babies and ripped them apart. Now nobody gave an order to any soldier or to any person to take a baby and rip it apart. You have to be able to do that. The Italian people would never ever be able to do that.

My wife has a story to tell that would take four tape recorders to hear. She’s from Poland, but she came to Italy as a baby and lived eighteen years in Italy before she left. She was hidden in a convent by the nuns. She worked for the partisans. One day a German soldier caught her and wanted to rape her. When she said no, he took out a gun and said, “You let your pants down or I’ll shoot you.” So she said, “Go ahead and shoot.” And he did, he did shoot her. They had to rush her to the hospital. She was afraid to be discovered that she was Jewish. After the operation she ran away from there, from the hospital. She went to the convent and the nuns hid her until the end of the war.

In Berlin, before I left, I went to a design school. I was very young, but I had talent for it. In the two years I went to the school it was very good, but then everything had to be shut down because of Hitler. All the businesses, everything had to be closed. It took me twenty years to get back into my field, because when I came to the United States, I had to go back to school because everything is different here. I had to learn the technical side of design, drafting. Otherwise, I was a designer, earned a living, supported my family, sent my children to college, had vacations, and everything. But for three years I had to go to school. I had a job during the day, and, after the job, I went to school and never came home before ten o’clock in the evening. But it paid off.


Could you discuss your experiences in Nazi Germany a bit more?

I can tell you about an incident when I was about eight years old—that’s way before Hitler came to power. We were playing barefoot in the street. It was summertime, and we were playing all kinds of games. There was a neighbor kid, and we were playing games together. When he lost a game he became abusive; he couldn’t take it (the Germans were bad losers). After the game he became abusive. He walked this way and then that way and then he turned around and said, “Einbahnstrasse nach Palestina” [take a one-way street to Palestine]. He was the same age as us. Where did he learn this? He learned this from his parents, from his father. But you know, it proves again that he knew that is where we belonged. I also want to say it’s ingrained in them. You know what they say in Poland? The children, when they are suckling the mother’s breast, are drinking in anti-Semitism. And that holds true to this day.

America is different than Germany. I’ll tell you why. It is because America is composed of a lot of small ethnic minorities; a lot of ethnic minorities form the majority. What does it mean? Everybody is an American and at the same time everybody is something else. National patriotism in this country is so far apart from the German nationalism. Why? Everybody in Germany is a German. If you’re not German, you’re somebody else. Not here. Not in this country.

One thing I must say to you is this: There are some German Jews born in Germany. Their parents were born in Germany, their grandparents were born in Germany, and they participated in World War I and had many citations. They were fanatical patriots for Germany—it’s something not to believe. They were so patriotic that they would give their life for Germany, and a lot of them were professors, doctors, scientists, judges; they were very high up. It hurt the German economy tremendously. The biggest department stores in Berlin were founded by Jews. I was just in Berlin in October 1993 because my mother is buried there. She died of natural causes before Hitler. I couldn’t go there for about fifty years. But in 1993, I went with my wife and I saw all these stores, fantastic department stores, that were founded by Jews. The Jews aided the economy of Germany.

But in all honesty I want to say that not all Germans were as bad as you see being depicted in the movies and the films. The majority was, but there were some that were not. So it’s not fair to accuse all of them.

One of my sisters survived the war in Berlin because she was hidden by a German family through to the end of the war. She was working for Siemens, a big electrical company. This factory was in a suburb of Berlin. She worked there like everybody else and then the word got around at the train station. They said, “You better be careful. They’re looking to arrest Jews.” Finally they arrested them. They put them on a truck, and of course she knew what was going to happen. Everything was dark. Because they were driving through the woods and the road was bumpy, they had to go a little slow. So she took her chances and jumped off the truck and ran into the woods. Of course they saw that she had jumped and they couldn’t put on the lights, so they shot at her. They shot at random. Of course she was hit. They shot her on the side and she fell down in the woods. It had to be in 1940 or 1941, I cannot pinpoint it. She probably passed out. And then, in the morning, a woman found her and took her home. This woman kept her hidden throughout the war. My sister came here after the war and kept sending the woman packages, but then that woman died too.

Like I say, they were not all bad. The majority, yes, but you cannot condemn all of them because the majority was bad. The anti-Semitism in Germany was there before Hitler came to power. He just openly sanctioned it, and he also asked them to kill. It was all retribution. He gave orders to the police.

They were against the Jews, always have been. And the indifference. If you are indifferent to a wrong, then you are part of it. If you know about it and you are indifferent, then you become part of it, part of the anti-Semitism. I’ll tell you something else. It goes much further than this. It’s not only the Germans that hated Jews. Almost the whole world hated Jews. The concentration camps—Auschwitz, Dachau, Buchenwald—Britain knew about it, France knew about it, the Americans knew about it. They could have done something about it. They could have bombed the camps because they were burning the bodies anyway. But they didn’t do it. You know why? Because they said, “Leave Hitler alone because he’s doing a good job for us killing all the Jews. He gets the blame and we get what we want.” That’s it in a nutshell, and nobody’s going to tell me any different.


How do you feel about Germany today?

I have mixed feeling about that. I was there in 1993 because I wanted to visit my mother’s grave, and my old neighborhood where I was born doesn’t exist anymore. The school that I went to was also destroyed, was bombed. Berlin is a beautiful city, don’t misunderstand me. It’s one of the nicest cities in the world. It’s nice and clean and organized. It has a lot of lakes like no other city in the world. The public transportation system is fantastic. I went back to where I used to live. The building looked like brand-new; they had just painted it. The people are very efficient, but ice cold. I was afraid to crack a joke. What am I going to do in a city like that?



KARL MEYER




In Cologne they never had this anti-Semitism.


Born in 1915 and raised in Cologne, Karl Meyer was arrested in August  1938 for underground resistance activity. After spending two months in a  Cologne jail, he emigrated to Shanghai.



I was arrested for Vorbereitung für Hochverrat [treason], but there was never a trial. As a matter of fact, when the Gestapo officer arrested me he said he didn’t even know why the hell they were taking me. He then asked me about some people that I knew and whether I was a communist or had anything to do with them. Of course I had, but I didn’t tell him that. I only told him about some woman I knew whose house had been razed and made into a hole in the ground and who had gone to Ulan Bator.

I wasn’t a party member. I knew some people who were in the underground and some people who were communists in ’32 and ’33, but I wasn’t a party member or anything. I mean I collected money for some people in the Red Help, Rote Hilfe [resistance organization], which collected money to try to help some people who were in prisons and early concentration camps and so on. But I couldn’t tell them that, so I told them about the lady I knew who lived in Ulan Bator.


So you were involved in resistance activity?

Yeah, sure. Among other things, I wrote letters to my friends about the conditions in Germany. I had friends in Luxembourg mostly, and some guys who had emigrated to Holland. And I probably repeated some rumors and some jokes and some things, and I kept copies. So when they arrested me, they searched my house and they found some of this correspondence. I also had a whole folder on Dimitrov and the Reichstag fire trial that they found, and a book by H.G. Wells called The Dictators that they took.

They were trying to make a case that I had maligned the führer or something like that in the early years, in ’33 and ’34. But I was arrested in ’38, five years later. What happened was my father died in an accident in ’32, and then my mother rented out a room in our house to get some money. One guy who lived in our house in early 1933 was an old-time socialist whose wife had been arrested. But he hadn’t been arrested at that time, and what I found out was that this guy, five years later, denounced me as a fellow traveler or communist or that I had done some illegal things. That was the accusation, but even the Gestapo guy said he couldn’t understand why. So when they came to my house in August 1938 and arrested me, I had no idea why he had denounced me. Maybe he became a Nazi or maybe they had arrested him, I don’t know. He didn’t live in our house for a long time. What had happened was that he and I had listened to Radio Moscow and stuff like that. That’s what he told them.


How difficult was it to receive Radio Moscow?

Sometimes it wasn’t very clear. They played The International, and then they came on. At that time I didn’t speak any other language, so it must have been in German. It was dangerous. This guy living in our house had a radio—apparently a short-wave radio or whatever—and so we both listened to it. On my regular radio, I couldn’t get it.

We had some contacts. I went abroad a couple of times during the Nazi period to Belgium, Holland, Luxembourg, and there I read, of course, the antifascist press. I knew it was illegal. I once came back from Belgium and I had all kinds of newspapers stuck in my hatband or someplace, and they caught me at the border. But there was an old guy there, and he took it away and said, “You have some cigarettes that can be donated to the veterans, so get on the next train and go home.” I was lucky. Through these contacts and through reading papers from abroad, we knew about the concentration camps and other things. I also had friends who had been in concentration camps and had come out.


But you were never put in a concentration camp?

No, I was lucky. As a matter of fact, I left Germany on November 6, 1938, three days before Kristallnacht and I then went to Shanghai. When I was in jail, some guys from the Jewish community who had good relations with the Gestapo promised the Gestapo that if they would release whoever was in jail, they would get them out of the country. When I was released in October, they told me to get a passage and get out. The only place in the world I could go to was Shanghai at the time.

I was only there from December ’38 to September–October ’40, a year and a half, and then I came to the United States. I wasn’t there during the war years. Anyway, when we arrived in December ’38, there were maybe a couple hundred refugees in Shanghai, like some Jewish professional men, doctors, and lawyers who got there in ’34 or ’35. But in the next nine months about twenty thousand came. You see, that was after the Kristallnacht. When these people could get out of concentration camps, they left Germany and Austria right away and often the only place for them to go was Shanghai because you didn’t need a visa.

In my case my mother went to the Nord-Deutsche Lloyd and bought a ticket for me for about eight hundred marks, and that was it. I then went by train to Genoa and caught the ship. I got a passport, which was only good for six months. When we later got to America, the German consul, instead of renewing the passport, put it in his drawer and said, “You’re not a citizen anymore.”

Shanghai, except for the part around the Chinese town and around the outlying areas, was occupied by the Japanese. But the international settlement was ruled by the consuls of Britain, Germany, Italy, and the United States. They were the government there. The French concession was part of France, it was different, but you could move freely between those areas. You didn’t need any visa or any papers.


Why didn’t more Jews go to Shanghai?

Well, in the first place, until the war broke out in 1940–1941, nobody was thinking about the Holocaust or anything like that. People like my mother had lived there all their lives; they were Germans. They didn’t want to leave if they didn’t have to. Some people saw it coming and left in ’34, ’35. But then, in ’38 after the Kristallnacht, a lot of people left. The people who left before got to, I think, Luxembourg or France or Holland or Belgium. They got caught up later in 1940 when the Germans invaded, and then they wound up getting to Spain and Cuba or they wound up in concentration camps in the east.

What people don’t understand is why would people who are born in a country, grew up there, are citizens of this country, have their culture, their language, and everything, want to leave or should leave? You know? It’s a hard decision. For me, I was still a young man. It was an adventure.


Could you describe the Gestapo officer who arrested you?

He was probably in his thirties and he was relatively nice when he interrogated me in his office. I was lucky. I was never abused physically. Some people I knew were beaten up and tortured and God knows what. The Gestapo used tactics like saying, “You don’t speak loud enough, speak louder.” Or, “You stink from the mouth, don’t breathe on me”—this kind of intimidation. You never knew what they did or didn’t know. He asked me about all my friends and so I gave him some names of people I knew. They were abroad, so they couldn’t touch them.

This took place in the Gestapo headquarters in Cologne, but I was never put against a door and then hit or anything like that. As a matter of fact, what happened was that after I was released, I had to get a Reich Steurerklärung [tax statement] that I didn’t owe any taxes or anything like that. I had to go to the finance office to get this because I never paid taxes. My mother maybe did, but I didn’t. So the guy there told me, “Well, I can’t do that, it takes time.” And I told him that the Gestapo told me to get out. He then said, “Oh, the Gestapo. Well, get a notice from them.” When I went back to this Gestapo guy and told him the tax man wanted a written statement, he said, “We don’t give any written statements, but I’ll call him.” I then went back on my bicycle to the tax office there and the guy was as white as a sheet and said, “Yeah the Gestapo called and said it’s all right.” I mean there was such a fear of the Gestapo and this business in Germany. It was amazing.

But, in Cologne, they never had this anti-Semitism. I mean, I could go on the street, riding my bike and the Hitler Youths came marching by and some guy comes over to me and says, “Why don’t you salute the flag?” I told them, “I’m Jewish.” “Oh, excuse me,” they said. In other places, they would have beat you to a pulp.


Did Cologne really have no anti-Semitism?

No, because it was a Catholic city and the archbishop was not a friend of the Nazis. They were more liberal in Cologne, and also in Hamburg. But in Berlin and in Munich with the Bavarians, of course, they were rabid anti-Semites.

I lived five years under the Nazis. As a matter of fact, I worked for a lawyer across from the Justice Department and I had to go there every morning and pick up briefs and deliver briefs and stuff like that. Those guys were glad when I came in. I said, “Good morning.” I didn’t say “Heil Hitler.” They didn’t always know that you’re a Jew. I mean, sometimes they were glad that they could say “good day” instead of “Heil Hitler.” But when the war started, things became different, I’m sure.

I want to tell you another thing. Where we lived in Cologne-Bayenthal, our neighbor happened to be the postmaster in Cologne-Zollstock, where I used to work. I went to the post office every day to deliver and pick up mail. One day he calls me in his office and he says, “Look, I’m very embarrassed to say this. I value you as neighbors. But please tell your mother not to take it amiss if I don’t say hello to her. After all, I’m an official here and I could lose my job. So please don’t take it as if we have anything against you.” This was the feeling in Germany that some people who had a position couldn’t do that; they couldn’t be friendly with Jews or be seen talking to Jews or what have you.


Did you not come into contact with at least some anti-Semites?

Oh, yeah. Once in ’32, when I was an antifascist, I once got slugged by a Nazi. But, otherwise, during the five years of the Nazi time I lived through, I was never attacked or anything. I was kicked out of school at the end of ’33, but that was something else, you know.


Let’s go back to the Gestapo man. What did he look like? Did he wear a uniform?

No. Those guys were all wearing civilian clothes—no SS uniforms or anything— just like our detectives. The room I was interrogated in was like an office. We went in and sat at a desk in a large room and there were some other desks and other people at Gestapo headquarters. I think he took notes or just talked. He knew he didn’t have much of a case or anything except for the stuff they took from my house—you know, the books and that photo of Dimitrov and some of the correspondence.

He had arrested me with another officer. These two guys had taken me out of the house. They looked in my house and took these couple of books and things and then put me in a wagon that was a kind of early version of a jeep, and took me down to the jail there at the Appelhofplatz. They used no handcuffs. They just put me in a cell with a lot of homosexuals they had rounded up at that time. Then they took me over to the Gestapo headquarters and interrogated me and put me in a cell and then they put me in Klingelpütz [jail]. I was about six or eight weeks in solitary and I was considered a political prisoner with an X over my door. That means no visitors, no writing privileges, no nothing. Then after some weeks I got out and was put with two other guys in a cell that was meant for one. I had a mattress on the floor.

Let me tell you another thing, the wardens were elderly men and they were relatively nice. One time, one of them forgot to take me out of the cell, so he had me walk around with a couple of shackled murderers in the yard. Another time, when we three were in the cell, they came around and we had bedbugs. So they had to do something and so they used blowtorches on the bedsteads and said, “Hey, you Jews, keep it clean.” But they were nice.

The Gestapo man who arrested and interrogated me was civil in a way and he didn’t use any force on me, any physical abuse. One time he came to the jail and asked me again, “Why did this guy denounce you?” I said, “I don’t know.” He didn’t get anything else out of me. I didn’t tell him exactly what I had done or what I was involved in. I put it down on some other people that in the meantime had left the country. But I don’t know why he didn’t use physical force against me. Maybe he happened to be a more decent guy. Or maybe I was too insignificant. I only saw him once or twice again after that when I needed to deal with this tax business. I went up to Gestapo headquarters and reported to him and that was all.


What do you recall about the boycott of Jewish stores in April 1933? Did that make a strong impression on you?

No, not really, because I wasn’t involved in any trade. At that time, after I was out of school, I was an apprentice at a company that made things for the shoemaker trade and the bosses were Jewish, but nobody was boycotting. You see, the early boycott really was more of professional people. Then later I worked for a couple of Jewish lawyers in ’37 and ’38 and I was in an office. Their clientele was mostly Jewish, of course.

As I said, the climate in Cologne was different than in other parts of Germany. You see, the Nazis were anti-Catholic and the Catholic cardinal was not a Nazi. They had a joke that when Göring came to town, he wanted the cardinal’s uniform. Göring was a nut about uniforms. But, as I said, they were more Catholic and more liberal going back to the Napoleonic times and the occupation by the French. So in the Rhineland, and in Cologne in particular, they were more liberal and not anti-Semitic to that extent. That I know and remember.


Could you say a little more about resistance and the climate of fear and terror? Did you know, for example, other Jews who were involved in the Rote Hilfe organization?

There was that one young lady who went to Ulan Bator. She was very much involved in it. She was a communist, and she had a communist lover. Otherwise, I don’t know anybody. The other ones were Gentiles. The Rote Hilfe collected money just to help political prisoners or their families. . . . In ’33 everything was illegal after the Nazis came to power. Then anybody who was a social democrat or a communist was an enemy, and anything they did was illegal.


How about you? You said that the fear was amazing? Did you feel that fear?

No! As I said, I had no fear until I was arrested. I walked around freely and did whatever I did. As I said, I went a couple of times to Luxembourg, Holland, and Belgium. Nobody knew about the impending doom. I knew some of my friends had been arrested and some were in camps. And some people were able to emigrate and go to Israel, or, if they were lucky, to America. Like anything else, when you’re young, you think nothing ever happens to you. Yes, I was involved in resistance, but only for the first couple of years. After that it died out and the people who were involved were not there anymore or you couldn’t do it anymore.


If they hadn’t arrested you, do you think you would have left anyway?

No. I think I would have stayed there. The people who emigrated in those days were people who had 100,000 marks in assets and they gave 80,000 to the Reich and took only 20,000 abroad. I didn’t expect to leave. You see, when the Germans started this Drang nach Osten, they considered Poles and Russians Untermenschen, not the same racially, culturally, and intellectually as they were. In the war when they started killing, they didn’t give a damn who they killed. If there were a lot of Jews that they killed, I can’t explain why most of these Germans did this and the others in Germany didn’t know about it or pretended not to know. After the war I had a correspondence with a guy who lived near Dachau in Munich. He claimed he didn’t know about Dachau!


Did you believe him?

No, of course not. They closed their eyes. When I was in Germany, we knew about the concentration camps. For example, they told a friend of mine who came out of concentration camp: “Don’t talk about it. Don’t say anything. If you do, we will put you back in.” There was this fear of the Gestapo and the Nazis that people just shut their eyes. Also the Nazis and the Germans are great at putting a fence around things. Not an open, mesh fence like here, but a wall, so you can’t see in and you don’t know what’s going on behind this wall. So people didn’t believe it or didn’t know about it, or pretended not to know. As long as their lives were not touched by it, fine. In a way it’s like here with the people who don’t know about discrimination against blacks or Hispanics. They disregard it. To them it doesn’t exist. They close their eyes to it.
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