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‘Martin Gilbert is one of the seminal historians of the Holocaust … Gilbert and his group follow by train many of the routes that the cattle trucks, jammed tight with Europe’s Jews, took as they traversed Nazi-occupied Europe … Gilbert’s erudition and explanations of the facts of the Nazi genocide are skilfully blended in with his own observations and those of the group … the achievement of Gilbert’s Holocaust Journey is to reduce to comprehensible, human terms the scale of the genocide that to many is still unimaginable’
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‘Eloquent … He presents a painless-to-read and painful-to-understand voyage to some of the grimmest and most unspeakable names and places on earth’
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‘Gilbert depicts with infinite pathos and painstaking detail the cataclysm that hit the Jews of Europe when Germany’s armies were unleashed upon their territories. In a skilful combination of past and present, he presents his travelogue in a form that is easily accessible to all, that moves us deeply with its tale of endless atrocities and utter human misery’
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FOREWORD TO THE 2024 EDITION
 BY ROB RINDER

I first read Holocaust Journey: Travelling in Search of the Past soon after it was first published. Appropriately enough for a book that does such remarkable things with time, it feels both like yesterday and a lifetime ago. Then as now, the voice of Sir Martin Gilbert – scholarly, scrupulous, and supremely civilised in the face of unthinkable barbarism – felt like a revelation. I sensed then what I know now: that this is a book with a special light around it.

In fact, not long before I’d joined Sir Martin and his students on their extraordinary voyage (all while sitting on my mum’s sofa in London) I undertook my own Holocaust journey, what turned out to be the first of many. The same year I read this book, my mother, brother and I travelled with my late grandfather Moshe back to the city where he had grown up, Piotrkow in Poland (itself one of the locations visited by Gilbert). That my grandfather was a survivor of the Shoah, I’d known almost my whole life. Yet for something of such immeasurable significance, it was rarely spoken about openly, and certainly not by him. Instead, his story existed in the absence of things: anecdotes with odd gaps; unexplained scars; disappeared parents; missing children. It was a baffling jigsaw with many of the pieces turned over or lost. But that trip we all took together began to bring to light parts of his life that had been sealed off for decades. Indeed, it was only when we arrived in Piotrkow that I heard my grandfather speaking Polish, a language I’d never before heard him use.

The city itself – more than half a century on – suddenly felt alive with new aspects of my grandfather’s childhood … and all of a sudden, just as it feels in Sir Martin’s book, time started to feel different: fluid and startling and persistent. There, for example, to be seen on the edge of town, was the very glass factory where my grandfather had been forced to work as a slave labourer. We visited the building he’d grown up in before the war and I saw the bannisters he must have peeked through as a child. I walked down the stairs that he – and his parents and his brother and four sisters – would have used every day … knowing that all of them, all save him, would be murdered during the Shoah.

When we left, a woman came out of a downstairs flat and looked long and hard at my grandfather. He turned to her, smiled and touched her face. In that moment everything was said and nothing. It transpired that she – daughter of a family of non-Jews – had lived in that building before the war just as my relatives had. She’d been there to see it crammed with exuberant Jewish life … and also when those families were taken away. When she saw my grandfather that day, she’d not known – not for more than fifty years – that he had survived.

Many years later (and after my grandfather had died) I embarked on another Holocaust journey. In 2018, I travelled through Europe with ‘Who Do You Think You Are’ – a BBC programme that gives people the chance to explore their family’s history. TV crew in tow, I visited Schlieben, a sub-camp of Buchenwald. It had been a forced labour factory producing munitions during the war, and my grandfather had been sent to work there. Not much remains today except a small memorial museum (the building protected after the war by some very determined East German teachers) and some broken walls, standing in obscene grey slabs amidst the trees and grass.

The producers invited me to walk into the forest where the factory had once stood … and there, to my surprise, I was met by the survivor Sir Ben Helfgott (himself such an important part of Holocaust Journey). In that place, where nature’s unstoppable force had grown leaving only jagged remnants and hints of the horrors hidden beneath the earth, that great and gentle man explained to me what his own time in the Schlieben factory had been like. He told me how they’d worked all day without food, sent out in temperatures far worse than the one in which I, layered up in thick coat and gloves, stood freezing. It was, he said, ‘the worst place I have ever been’. He recalled too how my grandfather had looked when he had arrived at the camp – eyes dropped into his head, clothes falling off him – ‘he didn’t look’, said Sir Ben, ‘like a human being’.

Later in that trip, I met a man whose own grandfather had known mine when they were both children in Piotrkow; he’d also found a periodical that described life in the city at that time. In that astonishing document, I read new things about people and places I’d believed were vanished for ever. Having been raised in a household filled with my grandfather’s silence, I was suddenly plunged headfirst into a vigorous universe of his early life and family, their comings and goings, successes and failures. I pored over sentences describing my great-grandfather, ‘short in stature but high in hopes,’ and discovered just how religious my great-grandmother had been. I learned how well my great-aunts (the youngest was seven) had been doing in school. Every syllable was priceless, each word re-breathed real life into what had previously been hints and shadows. As I read, even knowing where their stories would end, I still felt inexpressible joy to see them more fully.

I’d travelled looking for the past and been lucky enough to find it in abundance. My whole world was transformed. That’s what a journey into history can be, and it’s something Sir Martin Gilbert – brilliant scholar that he was – knew as well as anyone.

When his students at UCL asked to see places relevant to their Holocaust studies, another teacher might’ve quite logically organised tours of Auschwitz or Buchenwald or one of the other camps … taken them round the sites of those appalling offences and made the appropriate visits to museums and memorials. It would, of course, have made sense … bearing witness to the scenes of those crimes is entirely necessary.

But Sir Martin – wise human and impeccable historian both – understood how much more could and must be seen: that those awful places represented only one part of a bigger, more complex, more terrible story. The camps, of course, draw our attention towards themselves with a dark and repugnant magnetism, but fully to understand the magnitude of the Shoah, the entire surrounding landscape needs to be seen as well. He brings his students and us, his readers, on pilgrimages through time, all the way from a vibrant, exhilarating world of Jewish life to the final breathless moments in the gas chambers. From small towns to work camps. From assimilation and safety to the terrifying unknown. We can almost taste the food and hear the songs, join the gossip and sense the anxieties, as generation upon generation appears before us: lovers and loved, pious and worldly, artists and scientists and the rest – all contributing to the dynamism of Judaism as it existed prior to the Holocaust.

Every tale requires its narrative arc – a beginning, a middle and an end – yet, when it comes to the Holocaust, we often focus so much on the end that we forget the beginning and middle … but those are the bits we must study to prevent the ends from happening. Sir Martin’s thoroughness – marshalling centuries of European and Jewish learning and habit and history – slowly gives us this more complete picture of the eventual horror.

So it is that when I’m asked what books to read about the Shoah, Holocaust Journey always appears at the top of my list. Not only because every page is insightful and poignant and rigorous, but because of that all-embracing picture of the life we collectively mourn. It perfectly sets forth the ideas that, in every age, we need not only to hear, but to feel and to understand. Taken as a whole, it makes that rarest and most precious thing: a sacred secular text.

In 2015, speaking at a memorial to Sir Martin, the then Chief Rabbi Lord Sacks referred to the historian Simon Dubnow who, in 1941, was shot and killed in the Riga Ghetto. Sacks repeated what are said (‘the story goes’) to have been Dubnow’s last words: ‘Yidn, shreibt un farschreib’ … ‘Jews, write and record’. The obligation held in those words is clear – the responsibility to go forth and tell our story. ‘And that’, as Sacks said, ‘is what Martin gave to us all.’

That is why I hope that you – whoever you are – about to read this book (whether for the first time or the thousandth) – will one day pass on a copy to others. Because now more than ever, it should be studied and contemplated and discussed by as many people as possible … to do so is our privilege and our obligation.

Now turn the page and begin your journey.


INTRODUCTION

Halfway through the first year of the newly introduced Holocaust MA degree at University College, London, my students asked me if I would take them, once term was over, to some of the places we had been learning about. It was an unexpected proposal, but an intriguing one. I set about preparing an itinerary, and we made the journey in the summer of 1996. It lasted two weeks.

Our group was a mixed one. As well as the eleven graduates, there was my friend Ben Helfgott. As a boy, he lived in the Polish town of Piotrkow Trybunalski, and survived the Piotrkow ghetto and several slave labour camps. We were to visit his home town on the last day of our journey. We were also joined by Suzanne Bardgett, who had recently been put in charge of preparing a permanent Holocaust exhibition within the Imperial War Museum. A member of her team, Kathy Jones, joined us when we reached Poland.

The graduates met together for our two-hour class each week for nineteen weeks, and had begun to establish a close rapport. The often appalling nature of the subject that we were studying seemed to help create a bond of friendship. One of the graduates, Robin O’Neil, was a retired Detective Inspector who had become, in the previous few years – after twenty-five years in the police force – an expert on everything relating to Oskar Schindler. He would take us to Schindler’s factory in Cracow.

The material I prepared for the journey related to the history of the places we would visit, both before and during the war. We would be in cities and towns which had experienced an important and creative Jewish past, as well as destruction. We would also be making our way to the sites of ghettos, concentration camps and death camps, where the written and oral evidence that has survived was painful to read out. The plan was for me to read aloud from letters, documents and memoirs that related to what had happened at the places we were visiting or passing through.

It took several months of preparation, working out a detailed itinerary, and finding the archival material, and memoirs, that related to each town we would visit, and to the streets we would walk along. As well as the death camps established by the Germans on Polish soil, we would be visiting Germany, and the Czech and Slovak Republics. I planned to be in cities, towns and villages where Jewish life had been prosperous, and also those where it had been poor: places where Jews had been accepted, and places where they had been persecuted; places where they had lived for generations, and places to which they had been deported after swift and cruel uprootings.

For our visit to the Lublin area in south-eastern Poland, Mike Tregenza, an Englishman living in the region, and an expert on its Nazi past, would join us. For our visit to Konin, Theo Richmond helped with suggestions as to where we should go, as well as providing an indispensable map. Throughout the journey I was also able to read out recollections that had been sent to me by those who had lived in places through which we passed: for this I am grateful to Joseph Finkelstone (recollections of Chelm), John Freund (Theresienstadt), Hana Greenfield (Kolin), Arieh Handler (Magdeburg), Solly Irving (Ryki), Charles Shane (Lancut) and Professor Felix Weinberg (Usti nad Orlici).

From my book The Boys, Triumph Over Adversity, I have drawn on the recollections that were sent to me by Chaim Fuchs, Jona Fuchs, Moniek Goldberg, Pinhas Gutter, Mala Helfgott, Arek Hersh, Jerzy Herszberg, Kurt Klappholz, Simon Klin, Chaim Liss, Bob Roberts and Alec Ward. From The Holocaust, The Jewish Tragedy, I took the wartime diary extracts of Wilhelm Cornides, Alexander Donat, Yakov Grojanowski, Zygmunt Klukowski, Dr Johann Kremer, Salmen Lewental, Tadeusz Pankiewicz and Emanuel Ringelblum; and the post-war recollections of Mojsze Bejski (Plaszow), Alexander Donat (Warsaw), Dov Freiberg (Sobibor), Kurt Gerstein (Belzec), Chaim Hirszman (Belzec), Eric Lucas (Hoengen), Gisella Perl (Birkenau), Vladka Meed (Warsaw), Moishe Shklarek (Sobibor), Franciszek Zabecki (Treblinka) and Tadeusz Zuchowicz (Warsaw).

From the published transcripts of the Nuremberg Trials (1945–6) I have taken extracts from evidence submitted by Madame Vaillant Couturier, and documentation relating both to the Wannsee Conference in 1942 and Himmler’s speech at Poznan in 1943. I have also included an extract from the evidence given at the Eichmann Trial (1960–61). Further historical material to which I referred during the journey was sent to me by Dr Vojtech Blodig, Pamatnik Terezin, Muzeum Ghetta; Michael Chapman, Air Queries Librarian, Ministry of Defence; Graham Day, Air Historical Branch (RAF), Ministry of Defence, London; Jeremy Gee OBE, Director of Information and Secretariat, Commonwealth War Graves Commission; Richard Judd, Hebrew Specialist Librarian, Bodleian Library, Oxford; Sheila Grossnass, Nicholas Lane, Janina Martinho, Mikhail Salman and Hallam Tennyson (the story of Dr Hautval).

I am grateful to the copyright holders of the poems printed here by Mordechai Gebirtig, Yitzhak Katzeneslon, Dan Pagis and Zdenek Weinberger; and for the extracts from the writings of I. L. Peretz and Isaac Bashevis Singer. I have also quoted from an article by John Izbicki in the Jewish Chronicle, and from published works by John Bierman, Hugo Gryn and Vlasta Kladikova. I have listed all the books quoted in the bibliography, including guide books. Special thanks are due to the pioneering efforts in helping travellers of Stephen Birnbaum, Ruth Ellen Gruber and Andrzej Trzcinski.

We stopped in many places in our fourteen days, and went through many more where we did not have time to stop, but had time (in train or bus) to read and reflect. Sometimes a road sign would tell us that ten or twenty kilometres off our route was a place with a Jewish past, and we would talk about it. Each day, the events of the Holocaust determined our itinerary, but did not always dominate it; we were glimpsing at all times the history of Jewish communities, some of which dated back many hundreds of years, and in several cases more than a thousand years.

I have added to the text of the diary a few thoughts and comments – clearly indicated as such – from letters which members of the group sent me after our return, about specific moments on the journey. I have also brought together some of their reflections in the epilogue, which I compiled during our frequent reunions.

In preparing the itinerary and booking train seats, minibuses and hotel rooms, I am grateful to Nick and Sam of British Rail International, and to Laraine Abrahams of Lest Air Services, for their considerable help. I am also grateful to those who, by their generous sponsorship, made the journey possible: Manfred Altman, Chairman of the Institute of Jewish Studies, Sidney Corob CBE, the Holocaust Educational Trust, the Kozlowsky-Kon Trust, and the Hebrew and Jewish Studies Department of University College, London. The Chairman of the Department, Professor John Klier, was particularly encouraging.

My son Joshua photocopied all the extracts of the books and documents that I read on the journey. Yogi Mayer and Terry Charman scrutinised several of the chapters; Kay Thomson typed them out for this book. Jennifer Ohrenstein helped me compile the index. The fiftythree maps were expertly drawn from my rough sketches by Tim Aspden. The final typescript was read by Celia Levett and by Elsbeth Lindner, who also saw the book through the press. A final reading was undertaken by my wife Susie, my constant guide and inspiration.

University College

London

9 April 1997


DAY 1
 LONDON–BERLIN
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‘Powerless against evil people’

6 a.m.

We assemble at Waterloo Station. Two taxis that began their respective journeys an hour ago (in East Finchley and Stanmore) have collected seven of us between them. The remaining five come under their own steam. The last to arrive is Ben Helfgott; born in Poland in 1929, he was nearly ten years old on the outbreak of war. He will be our Polish speaker, having never forgotten the language of his youth.

6.55 a.m.

The train draws out of Waterloo Station. The first link with the war comes almost immediately, as we pass (on our left) a church with brick bands around its spire. It is at the corner of Westminster Bridge Road and Kennington Road. The spire is all that remains of the pre-war Christ Church. The buildings in this area were systematically destroyed during the London Blitz, but this distinctive spire remained standing. Although the church was bombed, the spire remained, defiant and alone. Travellers coming into Waterloo by rail from the South of England would see it, and could feel reassured that all was well – just about.

The journey to the coast takes us through ‘Bomb Alley’ in Kent, above which the German V1 flying bombs (the doodlebugs) flew towards London, and where some of them were shot down.

8.05 a.m.

We enter the Channel Tunnel. I study the Berlin guide books that I have brought with me. The Baedeker for 1912, Berlin and Its Environs, captures one of the eras which we will explore, before the First World War and before the Holocaust. The Wannsee, where the Endlösung (the euphemistically named ‘Final Solution’) of the Jewish Question, received its bureaucratic endorsement, is described in the guide book as ‘a fashionable villa-colony, the handsome houses of which are grouped in a wide curve on the high banks of the picturesque Wannsee’. We should be there forty-eight hours from now.

8.30 a.m./9.30 a.m. (French time)

We come out on French soil. To the south, Calais is clearly visible. We are travelling through a countryside from which the Germans deported Jews to their deaths. They did so from the spring of 1942 until the summer of 1944. The Jews in the region we are going through now lived so close to the English Channel, yet they were totally vulnerable. From this moment of our journey, each town and many of the villages through which we will pass – today, and every day during the next two weeks – from northern France to eastern Poland, had Jews living in them. These were Jewish communities that often dated back five hundred years and more. Each of them was to be uprooted and destroyed in the course of those two years.

10.40 a.m.

We cross the line of the Western Front; a small British war cemetery in the comer of a field is the only visible sign of where the fighting had been. There is hardly much chance of seeing more, given the speed we are going, which is 300 kilometres per hour, as the announcer told us shortly after we emerged from the tunnel.

10.42 a.m.

The train speeds through the area of north-western France which was occupied by Germany in both world wars. I report to the group whenever there seems a point of interest from our historical perspective.

10.45 a.m.

Lille. As the train stops in the station, I stand in front of the group – who look at me from their seats on both sides of the aisle – and tell them a story involving this city. Among the 6,000,000 Jews murdered during the Holocaust was Mozes Hirschsprung. He was born in Auschwitz in 1901 when it was an Austro-Hungarian border town. His wife Helene was also born in Auschwitz, in 1909. Between the wars they emigrated to Holland, where their two children were born (in 1933 and 1938). When war came, the family fled from Amsterdam to Lille. And from Lille they were deported back to Auschwitz – their home town – and murdered there, within two miles of where they had been born.

The Hirschsprungs were among 1,000 Jews deported from Lille to Auschwitz on a single day, 15 September 1942. Also deported that day was Fanny Yerkowski. Forty-eight years old, she had been born in London on the eve of the First World War. Having married a Frenchman before the Second World War, she went to live in Lille, and shared the fate of the Lille deportees. Adolf Eichmann’s department in Berlin, which was responsible for the deportations, was not interested in nationality, but in race. Another of the Lille deportees, twenty-one-year-old Bernice Winer, had been born in Switzerland. In the eyes of the Gestapo, the neutrality of Switzerland was irrelevant to her fate.

More than seven weeks after the Normandy landings of June 1944, there was a deportation from Paris which included 300 young orphans, all of whom were gassed in Auschwitz concentration camp. Among the orphans were two brothers from Lille, Marcel and Gaston Leibovicz, aged fourteen and thirteen.

As I follow on the map the train’s rapid movement, it crosses the French border into Belgium.

11.10 a.m.

We reach Brussels, and leave the train for an hour, before our connection. We pass the time in a small station café.

Reaching the platform from which we will leave for Berlin, I speak of another of the orphans deported from Paris on 31 July 1944, and gassed in Auschwitz: the seven-year-old Alain Jurkovitch, born in Brussels. He was born in 1936, as I was. Our birthdays were only a few months apart.

A Jewish community already existed here in the mid-thirteenth century. The Jews of Brussels, like Jews throughout Europe, were massacred at the hands of the local mob at the time of the Black Death, in 1348 and 1349, when Jews were held responsible for the spread of the plague. There was a further massacre in 1370 when the Jews of Brussels were accused of ‘desecrating the Host’, another frequent medieval charge. To this day, the allegedly desecrated wafers – which became an object of worship here in Brussels – are commemorated in annual prayers on the third Sunday of July, and in the stained-glass windows of St Gudule Cathedral (which alas, in changing trains for Berlin, we do not have time to visit).

12.07 p.m.

Leave Brussels, on the Berlin express.

1.17 p.m.

Liège. We are travelling through a part of Belgium where many young Jewish children were hidden by Christian families, and brought up as Christians. This saved their lives.

The train goes through Verviers, Herbesthal and Welkenraedt. From Welkenraedt, a branch line and a road leads three kilometres south to Eupen, the main town of the small border region which was transferred to Belgium after the defeat of Germany in 1918.

Ben recalls how, as a young boy in Poland, he learned about history from the stamps that he collected before the war. One prized set was the German stamps from the First World War overprinted ‘Eupen-Malmedy’. Germany again annexed the area on conquering Belgium in May 1940. Ben recalled: ‘When we were ordered to move into the ghetto, a German gendarme took my stamp album. I asked him, “May I have it back?” He gave a swipe at me and kicked me away. I never saw my stamp collection again.’

After Germany’s defeat in 1945, Eupen and Malmedy were returned to Belgium.

Six kilometres after Welkenraedt, we cross into Germany. After emerging from a tunnel, we see, to the north, the spires of Aachen cathedral.

1.55 p.m.

Aachen. As we stop briefly in the station, I have time to give a short survey, in this case courtesy of the Encyclopaedia Judaica, whose very first entry Aachen is. This particular entry was written by Ernst Roth, the Chief Rabbi of the State of Hesse, in Frankfurt-on-Main.

Jews were living here in Aachen when it was the capital of the Carolingian Empire. Among a delegation sent by Charlemagne to the Caliph Harun al-Rashid in Baghdad in 797 AD was a Jew, by the name of Isaac, who later wrote an account of the journey to Baghdad and back. Isaac was probably the delegation’s interpreter or guide. Jewish settlement was virtually continuous at Aachen for more than a thousand years. An expulsion in 1629 was effective only for a decade. Those expelled were not sent very far: just a mile or two out of the city, to the village of Burtscheid, now an eastern suburb.

The modern Jewish community here in Aachen was organised in 1847 under the Prussian Jewish Community Statute. Two years earlier it had established a Jewish elementary school. The synagogue was built in 1862. On the portal was a Hebrew inscription from Isaiah: ‘For my house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples.’ The synagogue was destroyed on the night of 9–10 November 1938, Kristallnacht – the Night of Breaking Glass – when at the instigation of the Nazi leaders, synagogues throughout Germany were set on fire.

On the outbreak of war in September 1939 there were 1,700 Jews living in Aachen and 3,500 in the towns and villages around it. Seven hundred were deported at the end of 1941 and during 1942 to the eastern death camps – most of them to Belzec, which we will visit on this journey. A further 250 were deported to Theresienstadt, which we will also visit. Of those deported to Theresienstadt, twenty-five returned after the war.

In 1957 the German government paid for the building of a synagogue and a Jewish community centre here. The community today numbers about two hundred. With the exception of the war years, and the brief expulsion in the seventeenth century, there have been Jews in Aachen for at least 1,200 years.

The year 1997 will mark the 1,200th anniversary of the arrival of Jews in Aachen. Hitler’s self-proclaimed ‘Thousand Year Reich’ lasted for twelve years.

Ben tells us of a German girl from Aachen, a non-Jew, who was working with other German women in the same hut as he in the slave labour camp at Schlieben, south of Berlin. These woman were forcibly evacuated from Aachen with thousands of other Germans just before the Allied forces took the town: ‘It was a whole family from Aachen, the parents and two teenage daughters. It was from them that we learned of the Allied bombing of Aachen. The conditions for the Jews at Schlieben were atrocious, and my physical state was fast deteriorating. One day I asked the girl to let me have a ride on her bicycle. I wanted to see whether I still had some strength left in me. I hadn’t ridden a bicycle for over two years. There was a boy in the Hitler Youth, he was keen on her but she detested him. As I was riding on the bike, overjoyed at the thought that my strength and confidence had not entirely gone, he suddenly appeared and ordered me to stop riding. When the next soup distribution came – it was not really soup, just putrid, lukewarm water – and I held out my rusty tin, the Hitler Youth took the ladle from the cauldron and threw the soup in my face. Luckily for me the soup was never really hot. But it was a terrible humiliation.’

1.59 p.m.

The train leaves Aachen and continues eastward.

2.02 p.m.

We pass through Burtscheid, the village – now suburb – to which the Jews of Aachen were expelled in the seventeenth century.

2.12 p.m.

Eschweiler. In the nineteenth century the Jewish community here was proud of its distinguished rabbi. Five kilometres across the fields to the north is the village of Hoengen. As in many hundreds of German villages, half a dozen Jewish families lived here before the war. In Hoengen, most of the Jews were farmers; one, Michael Lucas, was the local butcher. The Jews of Hoengen built their first synagogue in 1926. Twelve years later came Kristallnacht. What happened to the synagogue was witnessed by Michael Lucas’s nephew Eric, who, a few weeks later, was sent to Britain on one of the Kindertransport trains that took ten thousand German-Jewish children to safety in those tumultuous months. Forty-five years later, Eric Lucas recalled how, at first, the Nazi Stormtroopers – the Sturm Abteilung (known as the SA) – stood on guard outside the small synagogue:

‘After a while, the Stormtroopers were joined by people who were not in uniform; and suddenly, with one loud cry of, “Down with the Jews”, the gathering outside produced axes and heavy sledgehammers. They advanced towards the little synagogue which stood in Michael’s own meadow, opposite his house. They burst the door open, and the whole crowd, by now shouting and laughing, stormed into the little House of God.

‘Michael, standing behind the tightly drawn curtains, saw how the crowd tore the Holy Ark wide open; and three men who had smashed the Ark, threw the Scrolls of the Law of Moses out. They threw them – these Scrolls, which had stood in their quiet dignity, draped in blue or wine-red velvet, with their little crowns of silver covering the tops of the shafts by which the Scroll was held during the service – to the screaming and shouting mass of people which had filled the little synagogue.

‘The people caught the Scrolls as if they were amusing themselves with a ball-game – tossing them up into the air again, while other people flung them further back until they reached the street outside. Women tore away the red and blue velvet and everybody tried to snatch some of the silver adorning the Scrolls.

‘Naked and open, the Scrolls lay in the muddy autumn lane; children stepped on them and others tore pieces from the fine parchment on which the Law was written – the same Law which the people who tore it apart had, in vain, tried to absorb for over a thousand years.

‘When the first Scroll was thrown out of the synagogue, Michael made a dash for the door. His heart beat violently and his senses became blurred and hazy. Unknown fury built up within him, and his clenched fists pressed against his temples. Michael forgot that to take one step outside the house amongst the crowds would mean his death.

‘The Stormtroopers who still stood outside the house watching with stern faces over the tumultuous crowd which obeyed their commands without really knowing it, would have shot the man, quietly, in an almost matter-of-fact way. Michael’s wife, sensing the deadly danger, ran after her husband, and clung to him, imploring him and begging him not to go outside. Michael tried to fling her aside, but only her tenacious resistance brought him back to his senses.

‘He stood there, in the small hall behind the front door, looking around him for a second, as if he did not know where he was. Suddenly he leaned against the wall, tears streaming from his eyes, like those of a little child.

‘After a while, he heard the sound of many heavy hammers outside. With trembling legs he got up from his chair and looked outside once more. Men had climbed on to the roof of the synagogue, and were hurling the tiles down, others were cutting the cross beams as soon as they were bare of cover. It did not take long before the first heavy grey stones came tumbling down, and the children of the village amused themselves as they flung stones into the many-coloured windows.

‘When the first rays of a cold and pale November sun penetrated the heavy dark clouds, the little synagogue was but a heap of stones, broken glass and smashed-up woodwork.

‘Where the two well-cared-for flowerbeds had flanked both sides of the gravel path leading to the door of the synagogue, the children had lit a bonfire and the parchment of the Scrolls gave enough food for the flames to eat up the smashed-up benches and doors, and the wood, which only the day before had been the Holy Ark for the Law of Moses.’

The Germans were burying the Scrolls of their own Old Testament: the Holy Bible of more than a thousand years of German Christianity.

2.42 p.m.

Cologne. Under the enormous arched roof of the station there is a great air of bustle. The station announcer is calling out the next trains. In twelve minutes, an express leaves for Nuremberg and Munich.

We have time to leave the train, go into the cathedral square, walk down to the Rhine, and return to the train. In the shadow of the cathedral, where Paul photographs the flag of the European Union flying next to the German flag, I recount a brief history of the Jews of Cologne. Theirs was one of the oldest Jewish communities in Germany. Jews first came here in Roman times, several hundred years before Christianity. When Christianity came to Cologne, the Jews were at once affected by it. Two edicts of the Emperor Constantine, dated 321 AD and 331 AD imposed heavy taxes on the Jewish community, but exempted the community officials from some of these obligations. The first of these edicts, which survives to this day in the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana in Rome, is precisely dated 11 December 321 AD.

One of the first synagogues in Germany was built here, possibly as early as 1012, certainly by 1040. The synagogue in Worms dates from the same period. A Jewish chronicler described Cologne in the late eleventh century as ‘a distinguished city from where life, livelihood and settled law issued for all our brethren scattered far and wide’. In 1096 the crusaders of the First Crusades murdered most of the Jews here. When the Jews were expelled in 1424, the synagogue was turned into a Christian chapel. Its ancient Jewish foundations were laid bare during a British bombing raid in 1942. By then, all 11,000 Jews who had been unable to emigrate before the war were deported either to Theresienstadt, or to the Lodz ghetto, or to the Lublin region: to perish there, or to be murdered later on, when deported to the eastern death camps and to Auschwitz.

After the war, some six hundred Cologne Jews – the remnant of the 11,000 who had been deported – returned to the city. The first synagogue to be rebuilt and reopened in Germany after the war was here. A plaque records that it was opened by Konrad Adenauer in 1959. As Chancellor of the German Federal Republic from 1949 to 1963, Adenauer negotiated with David Ben-Gurion the reparations agreement whereby Germany paid compensation to survivors, and to the State of Israel. To this day there is a medieval mikveh (ritual bath) in the centre of one of the main squares of Cologne, leading off a street that is still called Judengasse (Jewish Street).

I recall my first visit to Cologne, in 1953, and how shocked I was at the acres and acres of bombed houses; a moonscape of devastation even then. It was here in Cologne, on 30 May 1942, that the British launched their first bombing raid over Germany with 1,000 bombers (of which thirty-nine were shot down during the raid). In one of the Jewish listening posts, Geneva, the raid was a sign of hope, making it possible, as Richard Lichtheim wrote, that ‘the war could be finished this year by heavy bombardment from the air’. For the Jews inside the Warsaw ghetto the news of the Cologne raid had an immediate impact on morale. This is what Emanuel Ringelblum, one of the leading Jewish historians in Poland before the war, wrote in his diary in the Warsaw ghetto (where he was later killed):

‘Day in, day out, in hundreds of cities throughout Poland and Russia, thousands upon thousands of Jews are being systematically murdered according to a preconceived plan, and no one seems to take our part. The bombing of Cologne, the destruction of thousands of buildings, the thousands of civilian victims, have slaked our thirst for revenge somewhat. Cologne was an advance payment on the vengeance that must and shall be taken on Hitler’s Germany for the millions of Jews they have killed. So the Jewish population of tortured Europe considered Cologne its personal act of vengeance. After the Cologne affair, I walked around in a good mood, feeling that, even if I should perish at their hands, my death is prepaid!’

3.20 p.m.

The train pulls out of Cologne station, past the equestrian statue of Wilhelm II (‘Kaiser Bill’ to the British in the First World War), and crosses the Rhine.

There were two transports of Jews from Cologne in the autumn of 1941. Both were sent to the Lodz ghetto in Poland. The precise German records noted that both trains arrived in Lodz on October 23, and that on them were 2,014 deportees. Three months later, most of those deportees had been deported again, to a camp near the village of Chelmno, where they were murdered. We shall be going to Lodz and Chelmno on our last day.

3.25 p.m.

Leave Cologne-Mülheim station, on the east bank of the Rhine.

3.40 p.m.

We reach Solingen. Robin O’Neil (our retired Detective Inspector) is reading a book about the Piotrkow ghetto. He is struck by the factories that employed a number of Jewish children. Ben, who was in two of those factories – Hortensja and Bugaj – from the age of twelve to the age of fourteen, tells us: ‘The pre-war owner of the glass factory where I worked in Piotrkow during the war was a German. He continued to own it once the Germans had taken over the town. He was a decent man. He was prepared to employ Jews, and he would make a case to employ them. He took on boys from the age of twelve. He didn’t have to. Had he been a Jew hater, those boys would not have survived. In the woodwork factory the director was also a decent man who allowed children to work. He would never lay a hand on anybody. A higher percentage of children survived in Piotrkow than any other town – because of these two employers. We were beaten, but there were no killings, except on one occasion when the Gestapo killed thirteen slave labourers in Bugaj. We did not starve. We worked alongside the Poles. The railway ran just outside the factory, and we saw the deportation trains go by.’

3.55 p.m.

The train stops at Wuppertal. In 1935 there were 2,471 Jews living here. Those who did not emigrate before 19 39 were deported to their deaths.

It was when he saw a Royal Air Force film of the bombing of Wuppertal in 1943 that Churchill turned to his guests with the words: ‘Are we beasts? Are we taking this too far?’

4.10 p.m.

Hagen. Ben is reflecting on the contrast between those who suffered and those who did not. ‘Millions die. In the march of history it is of no consequence. For those who suffer directly, it is a tragedy. For the rest, they say, “Tragic,” but it does not affect them. It does not affect their lives or their outlook. I was in it. Had my parents left Poland for Palestine, as they might have done, I would have had some relatives somewhere – I would have had someone.’

Ben’s uncle, his father’s elder brother, after whom Ben is named, was one of the victims of the post-First World War influenza epidemic, in which as many as twenty million people died. ‘Who now remembers it?’ Ben asks. ‘Who cares? Who puts it in the history books?’

4.50 p.m.

Soest. This is the region which was flooded when the British bombed the nearby Möhne dam. There was an enormous water reservoir here that supplied large numbers of factories. When the waters were breached, the factories could not operate. In the resultant floods, several thousand German civilians were killed. The work of reconstruction was formidable. Ben reflects on the failure of the Germans to make full use of the Jewish manpower at their disposal for such tasks. ‘They could have used us from the beginning. But their hatred for the Jews was greater than their self-interest – the aim to win the war. They talked themselves into the killings.’

5.25 p.m.

Paderborn. We pass Sennelager, for many years the headquarters of the British Army of Occupation on the Rhine (BAOR), and one of the largest British military camps in post-1945 West Germany. For the survivors of the Holocaust, the British soldiers came, not as conquerors but as liberators, as did the French and American armies further south, and the Russians in the east. Ben, who was liberated by the Russians at Theresienstadt in May 1945, is in philosophical mood, reflecting on how swiftly, in the timespan of this century, events unfolded: between Hitler coming to power and the Allied armies overrunning Germany was only twelve years. ‘What matters is human relations,’ he says. ‘Families, living, looking after children, living in peace and harmony with each other, enjoying each other’s company, making a life that should be decent and palatable to everyone. There is little else any of us can do. We are powerless against nature; we are powerless against evil people.’

6.10 p.m.

Bad Lippspringe. There seems to be a story for every place we go through; it was here, at the end of the Second World War, that an American officer, Captain Irving Gruber, who was then serving as a medical officer with the Ninth Army, took over, with a single enlisted man, the local hospital that had been run until then by German nuns. The patients were Russian slave labourers who had been liberated while working in the nearby salt mine. It was in this way that Dr Gruber, a Jew, learned of the cruel wartime fate of another group of Hitler’s victims. We will be visiting many places where non-Jewish victims of Nazism were murdered, including a total of more than three million Soviet soldiers who were killed after they had been captured, while prisoners-of-war.

Here in Germany the train goes through rolling countryside. There are no brick and concrete pillboxes here, as in France and Britain, at the edge of rivers or at the approach to gorges; this is not surprising, as the Germans did not fear invasion.

6.12 p.m.

Bad Pyrmont. Beautiful rolling wooded hills.

6.25 p.m.

Hameln. A Jewish woman from this town, Glueckel of Hameln (1645–1724), told her fellow-Jews: ‘Above all, my children, be honest in money matters with Jews and non-Jews alike. If you have money or possessions belonging to other people, take better care of them than you would if they were your own. The first question that is put to a man on entering the next world is whether or not he was faithful in his business dealings.’

This is the Pied Piper’s town. Now more than twelve hours into our journey with the group, I feel something of a Pied Piper, with my regular readings as the stations pass and the countryside rolls by.

7.05 p.m.

We cross the River Leine and draw into Hanover station. The train stops for five minutes.

Jews were first recorded living here in 1292: ‘Two hundred years before Columbus discovered America,’ comments Ben. It was never a very large community; in 1933 there were just under five thousand Jews. But they boasted more than twenty cultural and welfare institutions. Among the Jews living here between the wars was Zyndel Grynszpan. Born in Poland in 1886, he came to Hanover in 1911. When 15,000 Polish-born Jews were taken from their homes all over Germany on 27 October 1938, he was told by a policeman: ‘You are going to come back immediately; you shouldn’t take anything with you. Take with you your passport.’

Zyndel Grynszpan later described what happened: ‘They took us to the concert hall on the banks of the Leine and there, there were about six hundred people from all the areas. There we stayed until Friday night; about twenty-four hours; then they took us in police trucks, in prisoners’ lorries, about twenty men in each truck, and they took us to the railway station. The streets were black with people shouting, “The Jews out to Palestine.” After that, when we got to the train, they took us by train to Neubenschen on the German–Polish border.’

We shall be going through Neubenschen (now Zbaszynek) on the last night of our journey. Zyndel Grynszpan’s account of what had happened to him in Hanover that evening so angered his son Hirsch, who was then in Paris, that he shot and killed a German diplomat stationed there; the sequel was the Kristallnacht, during which hundreds of synagogues and shops were attacked, plundered and burned throughout Germany, including Hanover.

More than half of Hanover’s Jews had managed to emigrate before the outbreak of war. Those who were in the city when war broke out in September 1939 were deported to the East two years later. After the war, sixty-six survivors returned (out of 2,900 deportees). A new synagogue was opened in 1963; today it serves about five hundred Jews.

As with so many German towns, there were several slave labour camps near Hanover where Jews were forced to work. One was a stone quarry. Chaim Liss, who had been deported from the Polish city of Lodz with his father when he was thirteen years old, later recalled their time there. I read aloud from his letter to me: ‘This was of course very hard labour, and the death rate among the prisoners increased drastically, and the people died like flies, due also to the meagre food rations we were getting. My father was among those who did not survive.’ Unknown to Chaim Liss at the time, his mother was also dying of malnutrition at a slave labour camp elsewhere in Germany.

7.25 p.m.

Lehrte. A railway junction. Belsen is forty-three kilometres to the north of us. Here, at the end of 1944 and in the first three months of 1945, in the very last months of the war, tens of thousands of Jews from slave labour camps throughout central and eastern Germany were brought and literally dumped. More than 10,000 died of illness or starvation before the British army arrived, among them Anne Frank. Another 5,000 died after liberation, being too weak or too sick to survive.

7.30 p.m.

The countryside that rolls past our windows is pastoral and seemingly unremarkable. But it hides a terrible past. Seventy-five kilometres to the south is Nordhausen, the site of a slave labour camp that was liberated by the United States Army on 15 April 1945. On the same day, British troops (then fighting to the north of where we are travelling now) liberated Belsen. Hundreds of Jews were found there. They were, the United States Signal Corps recorded, ‘almost unrecognisable as human. All were little more than skeletons: the dead lay beside the sick and dying in the same beds; filth and human excrement covered the floors. No attempt had been made to alleviate the disease and gangrene that had spread unchecked among the prisoners.’

7.50 p.m.

Brunswick. This town – in German, Braunschweig – had a Jewish community from the twelfth century. When the Black Death came in 1348–9, and Jews all over Central Europe were blamed for it, half the Jewish community here, then numbering about one hundred and fifty, was murdered as punishment for allegedly being the harbingers of death.

In 1543 there were anti-Jewish riots here, provoked by the ‘honest advice’ given to pious Christians that year by Martin Luther, about how Jews should be treated. Luther had first hoped to convert the Jews to Christianity. But when he failed, he turned against them.

As the train sits in Brunswick station. I read out Luther’s words: ‘First, their synagogues should be set on fire, and whatever does not burn up should be covered or spread over with dirt, so that no one may ever be able to see a cinder or stone of it.’ Jewish homes should likewise be ‘broken down or destroyed’. All the Jews in the town should then be ‘put under one roof, or in a stables, like Gypsies, in order that they may realise that they are not masters in our land’. They should be made to earn their living ‘by the sweat of their noses’. And if, even then, they were too dangerous, these ‘poisonous bitter worms’ should be stripped of their belongings – ‘which they have usuriously extorted from us’ – and driven out of the country ‘for all time’.

Driven out, not murdered.

Ironically, Luther’s linking of Jews and Gypsies was to be repeated by the Nazis 400 years later, when Gypsies, like Jews, were murdered in the concentration camps and death camps.

In the nineteenth century German Jews flourished in Brunswick, which was a centre of Jewish Enlightenment (Haskalah). Two progressive schools were opened, the first in 1801 and the second in 1807. Reform Judaism had an important early base here. In 1928 there were 1,750 Jews in the town, but even before 1933 it was a centre of vigorous Nazi activity, and many Jews left for other towns. But there were still 683 Jews here on the outbreak of war. Almost all of them were deported to the eastern death camps, primarily Belzec, and murdered there. Less than fifty survived the war.

The factories of Brunswick, like those of Hanover, and almost every other German town, made use of Jewish slave labour. Among those Jews sent here was Jerzy Herszberg, who had been born in the Polish town of Poznan (which we will be going through by train on the last night of our journey). I read his account of conditions in the slave labour camp:

‘The commandant of the camp, a stocky, rather plump, SS man, indulged his sadistic impulses by keeping us waiting for the food (soup with a potato) and then throwing two potatoes into our midst for the dubious pleasure of seeing some of us fight for it. There was little for us to do outside the factory and the main object seemed to be to humiliate us. The commandant would address us as “FFF” (“faul, frech und fett” – lazy, insolent and fat) and we were driven to recite slogans like “Wir, Juden, haben den Krieg gewollt” (We Jews wanted the war). The bodies of those who died during the day were stacked in the lavatories.’

Jerzy Herszberg later recalled the British and American air raids on Brunswick, and, as the train draws out of the station, I read from a letter that he wrote (forty years after the war) to a British bomber pilot: ‘The sound of the sirens always filled me with joy, as it did all other prisoners. The brave pilots of the Allied armies probably never realised how much hope and joy they gave us flying over Braunschweig. This letter is my first opportunity to express my appreciation.’

8.13 p.m.

Helmstedt. To my generation, this name means so much: the border crossing from West to East, the Iron Curtain with all its ugly and frightening formalities; the passage from freedom to servitude, from hope to fear. To the younger members of the group, the name means nothing.

8.45 p.m.

Magdeburg. Our first stop in what used to be East Germany. It looks run down, decrepit. Arieh Handler is from here. Today he lives in London. In the 1930s he worked to get Jews out of Germany; in the 1970s he was one of the leaders of the efforts to force the Soviet Union to allow Jews to leave from behind the Iron Curtain.

Pilsudski was imprisoned here by the Germans in the First World War. After Germany’s defeat he defended the new Polish State from attack by the Russians from the east. As Poland’s dictator, he was well disposed to the Jews. When he died in 1935, many Polish Jews wept.

This was one of the centres of the Ottonians. It was a Jewish refugee from Germany, Karl Leyser, who taught a whole generation of Oxford historians the story of that great imperial structure, and its fall. I never thought, as I looked out of his study window across Magdalen College deer park to the River Cherwell in the late autumn of 1957, that, almost forty years later, I would cross the Elbe, and remember him and his teaching.

As early as 965 AD, at the time of the Ottonians, Jews were living here. Otto the Great put them under the protection of the archbishop. But Otto’s successor Otto IV was not so benign; in 1213 his soldiers destroyed the Jewish quarter.

Persecution followed the usual, cruel pattern, but during the Black Death riots the archbishop and the city authorities did what they could to protect the Jews from the mob. There was a flourishing Yeshiva – a Jewish religious academy – here in the fifteenth century, but in 1493 the Jews were expelled from the town, their synagogue converted into a chapel, and their cemetery, the oldest tombstone in which is dated 1268, was destroyed.

A modern community was set up early in the nineteenth century. Jewish social, charitable and cultural clubs abounded. By the mid-nineteenth century, ninety per cent of the Jews of Magdeburg were Liberal Jews. The Orthodox community was a very small one. There was no Jewish school. Arieh Handler, who is today the President of the Religious Zionist movement in Britain (the Mizrachi movement), studied, as did all his Jewish friends, in the Monastery School. ‘I did nine years Latin and seven years Greek, studying every day,’ he later recalled. And, as a Zionist, he wrote with pride: ‘While Liberal Jews in Germany usually identified with non-, almost anti-Zionist attitudes, in Magdeburg the situation was different. Within the non-Orthodox community there were some very active Zionists long before Hitler came to power, and, of course, long before the establishment of the State of Israel. The first Zionist whom the Zionist Executive appointed to open the first Zionist Office in Jaffa, in 1908, was Arthur Ruppin, who came originally from Aschersleben near Magdeburg, and who, together with other members of the family, were the builders of the new sections of Jerusalem. It should be added that this almost first pioneer of the Zionist movement in Palestine-Israel was still not able to speak Hebrew for many years after the British Mandate was established in 1922. There were other leading Zionists in Magdeburg, which also had several Zionist youth movements and strong Zionist and Mizrachi groups (including a very active Women’s Mizrachi). Some leading youth leaders (also from my family) went to Palestine and become active members of the slowly growing Jewish community there.’

There was no Jewish school in Magdeburg, Handler added, ‘but a few of us managed to bring a Hebrew teacher, who, in addition to the normal Talmud Torah (religious school) established a Jewish afternoon school with the particular emphasis of learning modem Hebrew’.

In 1933 there were 2,361 Jews here in Magdeburg. The synagogue was burned down on the night of 10 November 1938. Those Jews who, unlike Arieh Handler, had not emigrated before the outbreak of war – 679 in all – were deported. But the 185 Jews who were married to non-Jews were not deported, and survived the war. Today about a hundred Jews remain in the town.

8.50 p.m.

We cross the Elbe. It is now dark. As a result of the detour east of Cologne, we are running late. It is not until well after ten o’clock that we pass through Potsdam (the scene of the last of the wartime Big Three conferences), Wannsee (where the logistics of the ‘Final Solution’ were planned) and Grünewald (the small suburban station, in the midst of Berlin’s most charming woodland, from which the Jews of Berlin were deported to the eastern ghettos and camps, and to Theresienstadt). Ten minutes after passing through Grünewald we draw into Berlin-Zoo station.

10.30 p.m.

We take three taxis, and drive through the Brandenburg Gate – once the dividing line between East and West Berlin – along the Unter den Linden, over the River Spree, and into what was, from 1945 to 1989, East Berlin. Crossing the former divide between West and East there is a sudden change from neon lights to drab vistas, much as there was twenty or thirty years ago.

We drive down Karl-Marx-Allee, still bearing its Communist-era name, and turn into Richard Sorge Strasse. Sorge was Stalin’s German Communist spy in Japan. From his vantage point in German Embassy circles in Tokyo, he was able to tell Stalin in the late autumn of 1941 that Japan had no plans to attack the Soviet Union. This enabled Stalin to transfer eastern-based troops to take part in the counter-offensive in December 1941 that saved Moscow.

We reach our hotel in the Landsberger Allee, the Hotel BCA Wilhelmsberg. At the desk, I am given the keys to distribute. Some of us then gather in the hotel lounge and talk over the events of the day. We have done nothing but sit in railway trains for the last seventeen hours, but a great swathe of Jewish history has unfolded outside the carriage windows.
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