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Introduction: In Retrospect


The Historical Setting of We Survived

JUST AS HUMAN EVIL IS REVEALED IN THIS BOOK, SO is the human potential for good and the possibility of attendant salvation. Viktor Frankl, himself a survivor of Auschwitz, addresses the issues of good and evil in humankind and the attendant therapy he espouses in his famous book Mans Search for Meaning. He emphasizes in this searching book: “The rift dividing good from evil, which goes through all human beings, reaches into the lowest depths and becomes apparent even on the bottom of the abyss which is laid open by the concentration camp” (p. 87). The great Italian literary figure, Primo Levi, became one of the most sensitive observers in the Auschwitz extermination camp. He made this insightful observation: “Survival without renunciation of any part of one’s moral worlds—apart from powerful and direct interventions by fortune—was conceded only to a very few superior individuals, made of the stuff of martyrs and saints.”1 The literature on survival and genocide has grown exponentially in the past decades—itself part of the huge evidence of our search for a meaningful interprétation of who we humans are and what we are capable of becoming—and seeing us always groping for answers.

In 2002, as these lines go to the publisher, we are again living in times of threats of wars. The relevance of the chapters in this book to issues of survival that confront us today is more acute than ever during this new era of weapons of mass destruction that were first developed in World War II. The chapters in this book hold up to us a mirror of humanity—at its worst and its best: evidence of both the horrible and the good of humanity runs through the pages of this book.

A longer historical perspective we try to convey below, with the help of the distinguished historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr.’s insightful article, provides reason for hope. Long-term survival is a function of good government, both on the national and world arenas. The United Nations Organization may not be all we wish it to be, but contrasted with the weakness of its predecessor, the League of Nations, the United Nations is a beacon of significance and strength. The issues that engaged our minds and hearts during the darkest and most threatening of times of the twentieth century led many contemporaries to believe in a “wave of the future” of totalitarian states—that in fact capitalized on acute human needs to treat human beings as pawns. In his overview of the twentieth century Arthur Schlesinger Jr. conveys that faith was justified in “the coming victory of democracy” (as we expressed our optimism in the darkest days of the twentieth century) and hence of governments that nurture the lives of their citizens. Here is his article on the twentieth century, both replete with realism and hope: “Totalitarianism collapsed before the superior power, energy and vitality of free societies.”


Witness to the Century: The Glorious and the Damned Arthur Schlesinger Jr.2

It’s coming to an end at last, this disordered, disheveled, fantastic, path-breaking century, this crazy epoch of troubles and tragedies and triumphs. Our century has been glorious, and it has been damned. It has sent humanity through unprecedented horrors on the way to the stars. It has been, in the words of the English philosopher Isaiah Berlin, “the most terrible [century] in Western history.” The world wars carried destruction to the far corners of the planet. The chronicles of human wreckage—the Holocaust and the gulag—haunt us still. At the same time, ours has been the century in which science and technology have opened dazzling new prospects for suffering humankind.

What will the future make of the 20th century? Five hundred years from now, our century will probably be remembered most of all as the century in which earthlings at last burst their terrestrial bonds and began the exploration of space. My generation was reared on the visionary imagination of Jules Verne and H.G. Wells. But space travel always seemed a romantic dream. I never thought that men would actually land on the moon in my lifetime. Yet it happened in 1969. To me it was the most exciting event in the century. The aftermath has been rather dilatory, almost as if Columbus had come to America in 1492 and no one had bothered to follow up. But the century ahead will surely see startling new developments in the grand adventure of space.

From the perspective of 2500, our century will also be remembered as the century that opened the Pandora’s box of nuclear weapons. Henry Adams, the most brilliant of American historians, had earlier foreseen the possibility of ultimate catastrophe. “I firmly believe that before many centuries more, science will be the master of man,” Adams wrote in 1862 while the Monitor and the Merrimack, two new ironclad vessels, were harrying each other around Newport News, VA. “Some day science shall have the existence of mankind in its power, and the human race will commit suicide by blowing up the world.”

Precisely a century later, that day almost arrived. The Cuban missile crisis of 1962 was probably the most dangerous moment in human history. Never before did nations locked in mortal rivalry possess the technical capacity to destroy the Earth. Fortunately wise statesmanship averted disaster, and the superpowers never called forth their dread arsenals. Yet the threat continues into the century ahead. No problem is more urgent at the millennium than the need to stop the testing and proliferation of nuclear weapons.

The Cold War cast grim shadows over the Earth for nearly half our century. But men and women in centuries to come will very likely find the confrontation between the Soviet Union and the West almost as obscure and incomprehensible as we today find the Thirty Years’ War—the terrible conflict that devastated so much of Europe in the first half of the 17th century. Looking back at the 20th century, our descendants will probably be astonished at the disproportion between the causes of the global civil war, which may seem trivial, and the possible consequences, which might have meant the veritable end of history.

The outcome of the Cold War did at least register the conditional triumph of democracy. The 20th had been a rough century for the democratic states, under siege from without by totalitarian dictatorships, bedeviled from within by poverty, racism, gross inequality and spiritual vacancy.

Our century began in an optimistic mood about the future of democracy. Then the Great War showed that democracy could not guarantee peace, and the Great Depression showed that democracy could not guarantee prosperity. Fanatical anti-democratic movements arose in the wake of the First World War—communism in Russia, fascism in Italy, Nazism in Germany, militarism in Japan. The economic collapse of the 1930’s increased the appeal of totalitarian creeds. Despairing people concluded that democracy was hopeless, that capitalism was finished and that the dictators offered the best hope of salvation.

By 1941 only about a dozen democracies were left on the planet. The democratic faith had its back to the wall, fighting for its life. Totalitarianism appeared to be, in the title of Anne Morrow Lindbergh’s best-selling tract, “the wave of the future.” Yet, as the millennium descends upon us, democracy has triumphed over its two mortal enemies, fascism perishing with a bang, communism with a whimper.

But the conditional triumph of democracy does not solve our problems. The failures of democracy in the 20th century produced the totalitarian challenges. In the century ahead, if people are not once more to turn their backs on freedom, democracy must construct a humane, prosperous and peaceful world. It must deliver the goods.

“The problem of the 20th century,” the black historian W.E.B. Du Bois wrote in 1900, “is the problem of the color line.” That will be even more the problem of the century to come. Racial justice is an acute internal problem for the Western democracies. And it will be an even keener problem between the democracies and the Third World. The Second World War hastened the end of colonialism and newly independent states now struggle to define their identities, to modernize their societies, to keep heads above water in the globalized economy.

For if the 20th has been a century of destruction, it has also been a century of liberation and of creativity. Democracy has at last confronted some of its internal contradictions—the subordinate role, for example, that white males had so long allotted to the other sex and to other colors. The arts have flourished—literature, painting, music, sculpture, architecture, not to mention the 20th century’s most distinctive and popular art, the movies.

Even more spectacular have been the metamorphoses wrought by science and technology. We have seen a revolution in medicine. Science has contained scourges of the past—smallpox, polio, diphtheria, malaria, tuberculosis—and has plumbed deeper than ever before into the human condition. Molecular biology thrusts forward into the very basis of life. The discovery of DNA leads on to genetic surgery, recombinant DNA, transplantation, cloning and heaven knows what. Cancer and AIDS still defy our scientists and present a bitter challenge to the 21st century.

And technology has revolutionized the way we live. The computer and the microchip are bringing about structural transformations as profound as those produced by the Industrial Revolution two centuries ago. The Industrial Revolution represented the shift from a farm-based to a factory-based economy. We are undergoing a comparable shift today from a factory-based to a computer-based economy. The Industrial Revolution was a time of strain. But it stretched over generations and allowed time for human and institutional adjustment. The Computer Revolution is far more compressed, far more dynamic—and in consequence far more traumatic.

The instantaneity of communication in the digital age has shrunk the planet and created the world market. Problems abound as a result. Globalization reduces the capacity of the nation-state to shape its economic destiny. It threatens labor and environmental standards painfully attained in developed countries. It plunges people into a vast anonymous arena beyond their comprehension and control. It thereby generates a backlash in the form of religious fundamentalism and ethnic tribalism. One great task for the century ahead is to come to terms with the global market. The way to tame the destructive consequences of globalization is to build and strengthen international institutions.

But do not despair. The victory of democracy over totalitarianism shows that free men are not the slaves of history. The totalitarian movements had presented themselves as the embodiment of inexorable historical forces. There was, they said, no resisting the wave of the future. History, they deeply believed, was on their side. Ideology provided assurance that victory was inevitable.

Yet totalitarianism collapsed before the superior power, energy and vitality of free societies. Where totalitarianism suppressed the individual, democracy empowers individuals, giving them the opportunity and the right to think and debate and invent and dream.

We know now that individuals can make a difference to history. Suppose Lenin had died of typhus when exiled to Siberia in 1897; suppose Hitler had been killed on the western front in 1916. Does anybody think that the 20th century would have been the same? And had Lenin and Hitler lived, would democracy have defeated totalitarianism without the leadership of Franklin D. Roosevelt and Winston Churchill?

In December 1931 Churchill, crossing Fifth Avenue in New York, was knocked down by an automobile—a moment, he later said, of a man aghast, a world aglare: “I do not understand why I was not broken like an eggshell.” Fourteen months later Roosevelt, sitting in an open car in Miami, was fired on by an assassin; the man beside him fell dead. Suppose the automobile had killed Churchill and the bullet had killed Roosevelt, could Neville Chamberlain have rallied Britain in 1940? Could FDR’s vice president, John N. Garner, have produced the New Deal and the Four Freedoms? For better or for worse, individual leadership can transform the course of history.

No leader brought out the best of the 20th century more effectively than Franklin D. Roosevelt. In striving for his objectives, FDR could be tricky, manipulative and tough. But these objectives amounted to the emancipation of humanity. He defined them best in 1941 when he set forth the Four Freedoms—Freedom of Speech and Expression, Freedom of Worship, Freedom from Want, Freedom from Fear. These remain humanity’s vital purposes today.

As I have written elsewhere, our world at the end of the 20th century is manifestly not Hitler’s world. His Thousand Year Reich had a brief and bloody run of a dozen years. It is manifestly not Lenin’s world. That ghastly world self-destructed before our eyes. Nor is it Churchill’s world. Empire and its glories have long since vanished into history. Our world today is the world of the Four Freedoms, Franklin Roosevelt’s world, constructed on his terms, propelled by his hope and his vision.

The 21st century agenda is formidable. But the conditions for its fulfillment are within reach. FDR’s Four Freedoms still offer the noblest goal for our troubled but yearning world—the world that we will soon quietly pass on to our children and grandchildren.


Notes

1. Primo Levi, Survival in Auschwitz: The Nazi Assault on Humanity (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1996), p. 92

2. Arthur Schlesinger Jr., “The Glorious and the Damned,” reprinted with permission of AARP Bulletin, December 1999, pp. 14–16.







Introduction


By ERIC H. BOEHM

IN SEPTEMBER of 1945 I drove through the Neukolln section of Berlin. A peculiar odor still hung over the center of the city—the odor from the corpses which lay in the canals, under the ruins, and in the flooded sections of the subway. Everywhere was the contrast of life and death. People were queued up in front of a store located in the one remaining fragment of an apartment house. In another building halved by a bomb, with a bathtub hanging in mid-air, a woman was replacing a piece of cardboard with a precious windowpane.

I detoured around impassable streets, crossed the bridge of the Landwehrkanal, and stopped at the Thielschufer synagogue. It was the day of Rosh Hashonoh 5906. I wanted once more to attend a Jewish service as I had known it in Germany as a boy—and to take part in the first New Year in twelve years to be celebrated openly and freely by Jews in Germany.

As I saw the congregation praying I felt that there was poetic justice in these of Hitler’s and Himmler’s intended victims being alive while their murderers were dead. Yet the survivors were few and the dead were many.

After the services I talked to several persons of the congregation. As mail connections had not yet been restored, some had not been able to get in touch with their relatives abroad. They longed to send word that they were alive, and I was happy to be the messenger of good tidings. The little they told of themselves and what had happened to them during the war stirred me deeply. I felt that their stories should reach more ears than mine.

As an interrogator of German prisoners during the war I had gained in understanding of Nazi Germany and had become acquainted with the activities of the opposition groups within the country. When, after my discharge from the American Army I took a job as press control officer with the Information Control Division of Military Government, scrutinizing newspapers published in the American Zone of Germany, I learned how difficult it was for the press control branch to establish papers and find editors who had not compromised themselves with the Nazis. More than once the trail of an anti-Nazi led to a concentration camp and ended there.

Those who fought for human rights against Nazi injustice came to call themselves “the illegals.” Where injustice had become law, normal standards and values were reversed, and those who stood for uprightness and humanity were lawbreakers in the Nazi state.

It is not yet known exactly how many suffered at the hands of the Nazis for their opposition. According to a Gestapo report of April 10, 1939, those charged with political crimes in the first six years under Hitler included 162,734 in “protective custody,” the euphemism which usually meant concentration camp; 112,-432 sentenced by trial; 27,369 awaiting trial. In one sample month, May, 1938, 1,639 were executed after trial for political offenses of all sorts. Before 1933 such trials or executions were almost unknown. According to a secret report of the Gestapo for 1936, the year of the Olympic Games in Berlin, almost 12,000 persons were arrested in Germany for illegal propaganda; in addition there were 17,000 trials for sedition. Of the Wehrmacht 9,523 were executed on charges of mutiny and political work against the Nazis even before the coup d’état of July 20, 1944, with its toll of additional thousands. Over a period of twelve years almost 3,000,000 Germans were in and out of concentration camps and penitentiaries for political reasons—sometimes for as little as a remark critical of the government. About 800,000 of these had been arrested for overt anti-Nazi acts; only 300,000 of them were still alive after the war—so that among the “illegals” alone 500,000 gave their lives. As the war progressed and as Nazi conquests extended, Central Europe became one vast prison in which millions of people from all nations were behind barbed wire.

Hitler’s decision, made at the beginning of the war, to exterminate German Jewry brought to a climax a persecution which started in 1933 and increased steadily in ferocity. The Nuremberg Laws of September, 1935, decreed the systematic exclusion of “non-Aryans”—those with one or more Jewish grandparents—from social life and many phases of economic life. The signs “Jews not allowed” became commonplace, occasionally emended “Jews and dogs not permitted.” In November, 1938, the assassination of vom Rath, third secretary in the German Embassy in Paris, by a young Polish Jew was made the occasion to carry out a well-laid plan which involved the arrest and detention in concentration camps for at least a few weeks of most Jewish males, from adolescents up; the demolition of Jewish homes and closing of Jewish businesses; the desecration of synagogues and graves; and the levy of a fine of a billion marks on German Jewry. The total exclusion of Jews from German economic life was almost achieved. After 1941 they literally became a marked people, having to wear on their outer garments the badge with the Star of David outlined in black on a yellow field. After that deportation to the death camps of eastern Europe started in earnest.

Some figures on the fate of the Jewish community of Berlin, which was by far the largest in Germany, are illuminating:






	Jews by confession in Berlin in 1933
	somewhat over 170,000



	Emigrated during the Nazi period
	70,000



	Deported during the Nazi period
	slightly under 100,000



	Of mixed marriage, not deported
	3,000



	Liberated and returned from camps
	1,900



	Lived underground and survived
	1,500



	In Berlin in November, 1947
	7,861





Of the 500,000 Jews in Germany, 281,900 had emigrated by July 31, 1940, as well as two-thirds of the 200,000 Austrian Jews. Only a handful of the remainder are living today. Jews in the rest of Europe suffered even larger losses because most were caught when the Wehrmacht conquered their countries. Five million European Jews in all were exterminated or died in camps of starvation and disease. Distributed over a period of a thousand days, from 1942, when the wholesale liquidation of Jews started, to 1945, this represents 5,000 murders a day. Such numbers defy our capacity to understand, but when there is just one person you know ahd love among them, the figures assume concrete meaning.

A cousin of my father’s living in Berlin told me how her fiance had saved her from deportation and death by hiding her in his apartment for two years, sharing with her his single food ration card. Her story suggested some of the ways the persecuted had managed to live in spite of all odds. With the help of various organizations, such as OdF—a society formed by the ‘ ‘Victims of Fascism”—and Jewish, Protestant, and Catholic churches, I came to know more than fifty persons who told me of their struggle for life and freedom.

Some of them speak in this book. Many types of experiences of the hidden and hunted are included. There are the Jews, such as Frau Jeanette Wolff who suffered both for her socialism and for being Jewish, and Rabbi Leo Baeck, once the spiritual head of the Jewish community in Germany. There are accounts from a wide range of political, religious, and moral opposition. Günther Weisenborn tells of one of the underground organizations most active against the Nazis. The young mechanic, Herbert Kosney, who might like his father have become a National Socialist, instead turned toward Communism and tells of his share in its resistance. Antiwar feeling, which influenced many of the younger generation in Europe, had a part in the anti-Nazi development of the young artist, Knud Christian Knudsen. Lagi Countess Ballestrem-Solf, daughter of a distinguished diplomat, opposed National Socialism from liberal convictions and on moral grounds. The story of the conspiracy of July 20, 1944, is told by the Protestant clergyman, Eugen Gerstenmaier, one of its leading participants and rare survivors.

Most of these, people spent many evenings and week ends telling me of the lives the Nazis caused them to lead—as lawbreakers, plotters, deserters, fugitives, prisoners. Truth was many times stranger than fiction. Sometimes their good fortune seemed beyond belief, their ill fortune beyond endurance. I questioned and took voluminous notes. Some who were able and willing to write down their experiences I asked to do so. The stories as given here have been kept scrupulously close to the form and language of the informants. The accounts are confirmed by documentary evidence and great pains have been taken to be accurate. Dramatic as some of the happenings are, there is nothing fictitious except, of necessity, a few proper names. These are indicated as such in the index.

The material was not complete when I returned to the United States in September, 1947, to resume my graduate study. Frau Alice Stein-Landesmann, whose own story is among these, and Inge Pauli, who is now my wife, were my capable mediaries in Germany and ran down the answers to the innumerable questions which kept arising. Material for the stories of Leo Baeck and Heinrich Liebrecht was secured from them in the United States and that for the chapters of Eugen Gerstenmaier and Günther Weisenborn was obtained by correspondence after I had left Germany.

Words cannot convey the heartache the living feel for the loss of their dear ones. None of them wear it on their sleeve. They talk hesitantly too of events which reflected glory on them; often I first heard about these through third persons. But they are willing, or even anxious to speak, because they had promised themselves during the Nazi years that they would tell their story as a warning to posterity, or because they felt that their sufferings had made them better, or believed they owed it to the dead to try to prevent a recurrence of the Nazi disaster.

As life in a totalitarian dictatorship is so different from a democracy some words of explanation are called for. In the news-reel shots of Nazi pageantry we saw the masses marching and heiling their Fuhrer. We read of 99 per cent plebiscites. But of course we saw no newsreels of anti-Nazi opposition, of concentration camps, of surreptitious distribution of leaflets, or of arrests at night by apparently harmless civilians—the Gestapo. Only the fanatic supporters and the masses giving their whole-hearted or conditional support were in evidence. We could conclude from the success of Nazi domestic policy that large sections of the German population followed their Fuhrer, all the more readily because of the traditional German obedience and faith in the authority of the state. Millions of others had the apathy of those “not interested in politics.”

The gradual increase of National Socialist power and encroachment upon individual liberties was so widely accepted as necessary to overcome the economic crisis, and was so insidious, that many Germans did not realize they had been placed in a strait jacket until they tried to move. Then they found, as Thomas Paine once said, that tyranny, like hell, is not easily conquered. Once in command the Nazis had at their disposal all the powerful techniques of a modern state, against which the single individual is almost helpless. They perfected their methods of reward and punishment, providing great benefits for entering the the fold and harsh penalties for the recalcitrant.

Nazi propaganda, like a nation-wide revival meeting, precluded rational thinking. Mass meetings, speeches, bands, parades were designed to arouse emotion, befog thinking, and intimidate opposition. The printed page, the radio, the cinema were harnessed in one vast campaign, pounding out slogans day in and day out and slyly perverting information. It took considerable strength of character and independence of spirit to remain uncontaminated.

Meanwhile the police became an instrument of terror. They took over and improved some old techniques, such as registration of all changes of residence, a common custom in Europe. Identification cards, also known before 1933, increased in number and significance. Informing, shadowing, wire tapping laid men’s minds bare to the all-seeing eye of the state. People used the wartime slogan of the spy-fearing government, “Careful! The enemy is listening!” to warn the incautious against making critical statements publicly. An honest word or a sympathetic deed might be an act of heroism. The remark “I shall live to see the end of Hitler’s thousand-year Reich” was enough to send one to trial or straight to concentration camp. And fear of the camp, of torture, of death lay oppressive upon the nonconformer.

Even the normal instinct for self-preservation played into the hands of the Nazis. Many Jews complied with deportation orders because they had come to believe that obeying, as they had been accustomed to since childhood, would help avoid worse disaster. They wanted to believe that they heard the truth when told that the transports were going to “relocation” or “labor” in the east.

Adjustment to the Nazi regime produced new techniques in everyday life. Codes were developed for freer communication by letter. Words took on new meanings. “He has gone on a trip” might convey “to concentration camp.” A member of the family or a visiting friend gave an agreed number of knocks or rings at the door.

Before the war the anti-Nazis fought a losing battle within Germany, and fought it with little encouragement or understanding from the peoples of the democracies. During the war it was difficult for the outside enemies of the Nazis to realize that those dying for the cause of freedom on the “inner front” were joined in common cause with us. To those who survived—as well as to millions of others—Allied victory meant liberation. It was the break of day for which they had waited and worked and suffered, and it made their struggle through the Nazi nightmare meaningful. Yet today they are still suffering hunger, hardship, and disillusion . . .

The character of “civilized” man is revealed in these pages in extraordinary dimensions. As his capacity for evil is seen in large, so is his capacity for good. There are among our contemporaries those whose standards of humanity are as lofty as any in the great moral teachings of the Judaic-Christian tradition. While terror and fear ruled with a knout, righteousness continued to live. It lived underground, it was “illegal,” submerged, imprisoned, evicted, and deported—but it survived. As these chapters show the weaknesses and the crimes of man, so they also testify to his strength and heroism. Let us draw our hope from that.
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