
BAND52

Brian Seatter

WHO IS MY NEIGHBOUR?
21 Stor ies of  Risk-taking, Rescue and Ref lect ion



Beiträge zur Kinder- und Jugendtheologie 
und andere religionspädagogische Schätze 
W – Wertschätzung  
 
Band 52 
 
Herausgegeben von Prof. Dr. Petra Freudenberger-Lötz 
Institut für Evangelische Theologie an der Universität Kassel 



  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Brian Seatter 

Who is my neighbour? 
21 Stories of Risk-taking, Rescue and Reflection 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  

kassel
university

press



This document – excluding quotations and otherwise identified parts – is licensed under 
the Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 4.0 International License (CC BY-SA 4.0: 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/). 

Bibliographic information published by Deutsche Nationalbibliothek 
The Deutsche Nationalbibliothek lists this publication in the Deutsche Nationalbibliografie; 
detailed bibliographic data is available in the Internet at http://dnb.dnb.de. 

ISBN 978-3-7376-1024-7 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.17170/kobra-202202245805 

©2022, kassel university press, Kassel 
https://kup.uni-kassel.de 

Cover design: Jörg Batschi Grafik Design 
Printing Shop: Print Management Logistik Service, Kassel 
Printed in Germany 



Vorwort 

Ich freue mich sehr, dass dieses Bändchen nun in dieser Reihe veröffentlicht 

vorliegt. 

Den Autor, Brian Seatter, habe ich 2015 kennengelernt. Damals war er Schul-

leiter der „Rangiora New Life School“, einer christlichen Schule nahe Christ-

church, auf der Südinsel Neuseelands gelegen. Vier Wochen lang durfte ich dort 

hospitieren und erleben, wie wunderbar Schule gestaltet werden kann, wenn 

eine ganze Schulgemeinschaft auf einen wertschätzenden Umgang miteinander 

achtet und wenn die Lehrenden unerschütterliches Vertrauen in die von Gott 

geschenkten Gaben und Potenziale eines jeden einzelnen Schülers und einer 

jeden einzelnen Schülerin haben. Ich konnte damals viele Gespräche mit Brian 

führen, seine Sicht auf das Leben und den Umgang miteinander hat mich zutiefst 

berührt. Seitdem vergeht keine meiner Weiterbildungen oder Seminare an der 

Universität Kassel, ohne auf diese Erfahrungen Bezug zu nehmen. Brians 

Lebenshaltung hat mein eigenes Leben und mein berufliches Wirken deutlich 

verändert. Dafür bin ich ihm sehr dankbar.  

Seit ein paar Jahren wohnt Brian Seatter in München. Sein Wirken setzt sich in 

Deutschland fort und seine Pädagogik zeigt selbstverständlich auch hier 

bedeutende Früchte. In Deutschland ist nun auch sein Interesse für die Deutsche 

Geschichte und Kultur entfacht worden. Brian ist ein Vorbild für lebenslanges 

Lernen, er arbeitet sich immer wieder mit hoher Motivation und Entdeckerfreude 

in neue Sachgebiete ein. Das vorliegende Buch zeugt von seiner Gabe, mutige 

Menschen in schweren Zeiten der Deutschen Geschichte aufzuspüren und zu 

würdigen. Mit diesem Band möchte er ihre Geschichten ans Licht bringen, die 

vielleicht sonst unentdeckt bleiben würden.   

Allen Leserinnen und Lesern wünsche ich eine Lektüre voller Entdeckungen und 

Anteilnahme.  

Kassel, im Februar 2022    

Petra Freudenberger-Lötz 
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Marc Chagall,1 born during a pogrom in Vitebsk, Russia, created this work 
before the sweeping November 9-10, 1938 pogroms in Germany & Austria. 

Clockwise from top: Chagall’s parents and two Rabbis from his childhood; 
burning of the Synagogue; valuables being saved; Torah burning; mother and 
child fleeing; Menorah; rescue of the Torah; Jewish man forced to wear a bib 
with ‘Jew’ on it; refugees in a boat (Palestine?); and a Red Army pogrom.  
Jesus is wearing a traditional prayer shawl to emphasise His Jewishness and 
also the sacrilegious destruction of so much for which He lived and died. 
Perhaps Chagall prophetically portrays Him as The Suffering One, present 
where His people, God’s First Love, are being mercilessly exterminated. 
                                                           
1 Marc Chagall was rescued in May 1941 from Marseille by Varian Fry with thousands of others, 
including many well-known Jewish artists, writers, musicians and scientists. (See Story 18) 
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Dedication                                                                                         

This book is dedicated to the precious        

memory of my parents, Mollie and Gordon 

Seatter, whose practical compassion and 

zeal for justice continue to bear fruit in the lives 

of their many descendants.                                                      
                                                                                                    Together on the Rhine 1982                              

                                                                                                                           

Who is our neighbour? 

Very early on in the 1933-45 Nazi-Regime an anonymous flyer from the Party arrived 

in every letterbox in the capital city of Berlin. It contained the pronouncement that 

every ‘German’ who, out of false sentimentality or sympathy in any form, supported 

the Jews - even simply by being normally civil to them - was breaking the Law of 

the land and betraying the nation (das Volk).  

In turn, the widely disseminated and publicised reply to this flyer from the 

politically active priest and anti-Nazi politician, Bernhard Lichtenberg, 

contained the following words: (see also Story 15):   

“Don’t be led astray by this unchristian attitude, but act in accordance with the 

clear commandment of Jesus Christ to ‘love your neighbour as yourself.’”  
 

Lichtenberg also refused to make the Nazi salute, sign an official letter (as was 

compulsory) with Heil Hitler! or even utter those words. He justified this stand, 

when, as often, he was arrested, imprisoned and tortured, with the following: 

“There is only one name in which salvation (‘Heil’) comes and that is the name 

of Jesus Christ. ‘Heil Hitler’ is a blasphemy!”                             

 

Acknowledgement                                                                             
I gladly acknowledge my heartfelt gratitude to my daughter Elizabeth.                 

Without her regular encouragement, my long-term passion for this period of 

European history would never have been turned into research and writing. 
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Courage: (C.S. Lewis from ‘The Screwtape Letters’)                              

Courage is not simply one of the virtues, but the form of every virtue at the 
testing point, which means at the point of highest reality.  
A chastity or honesty or mercy which yields to danger will be chaste or honest or 
merciful only on conditions. Pilate was merciful until it became risky. 
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Introduction: What would I have done during that time? 2 

On my first visit to Dachau concentration camp3 in 1982 – an experience which 

shocked me to the core, rendering me speechless for two days – I was literally 

stopped by the sentence displayed over the exit from the Museum building: 

Those who refuse to learn from history are condemned to repeat it.4 

These words imply, to me, that it is possible to learn from the tragedies and 

mistakes of both the political and personal past. This belief has spurred my 

search ever since for true stories, particularly from that terrible time in world 

history - tales of courage and compassion which have certainly inspired me, 

but which also continue to challenge me with this one unanswered question: 

What would I have done, if I had grown up in such a society?  

Would I too have succumbed to the overwhelming familial, schooling, and social 

pressures of the time to become an active or (perhaps equally culpable) passive 

participant in this Nazi culture of unspeakable cruelty and consequent mass 

genocide? Or would I have had the courage to speak out and to work closely 

together with other risk-takers for justice and freedom?  

My extreme reaction was possibly related to my presence, a week before, on a 

guided tour by a former prisoner in the Plötzensee Jail. 2,891 prisoners were 

executed there by the Nazis, many of them from the resistance including 

Helmuth von Moltke, (see Story 1). At this time I was, for a period of two 

months, a guest of the West German Government, having been awarded a 

generous two-month Goethe Institute scholarship for foreign teachers of 

German. Another experience during that same month in Berlin served to shake 

my self-confidence and also caused me to question my own heart. 

                                                           
2 German historian Norbert Frei comments wisely: ‘The fact that we cannot know what we would 
have done then, does not actually mean that we do not know how we should have behaved. ’ 
(Quoted by Géraldine Schwarz in a 2013 interview in The Guardian.) 
3 From 20.3.1933 to 29.4.1945 over 200,000 people were imprisoned in this model SS concentration 
camp (Konzentrationslager) near Munich. At least 42,359 of them were murdered there, according to Dr. 
Stanislav Zámečnik: ‘Das war Dachau’, Comité  International de Dachau, 2002, p.400. 
4 George Santayana, philosopher and author (1863-1952) 
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I decided one weekend that it would be really interesting to spend a day in the 

then communist capital city of East-Berlin. After obtaining a one-day visa and 

compulsorily changing the one hundred Westmark for one hundred Ostmark,  

(it was possible to get five Ostmark for one Westmark on the East-Berlin streets, 

but that risked imprisonment), I boarded the Underground train which travelled 

through several ‘ghost’ stations - empty apart from heavily-armed, patrolling 

soldiers - underneath East Berlin before stopping at Friedrichstrasse. All those 

crossing the border were secretly observed, and they singled me out for a 

thorough search and interrogation – possibly because I’m foolish enough to be 

friendly and try to talk to the Volkspolizisten as normal human beings. I am led 

away further underground to a basement cell with no furniture and, without 

speaking to me any further or answering any of my repeated, ever more 

desperate questions, the steel cell door suddenly clangs shut on me and 

I am left to my most inadequate devices.  

Pretty soon a few hard facts dawn on me - for instance, that if I exceed my one-

day visa, (i.e. by staying there beyond midnight) I could be jailed for up to three 

months, and further, that as a New Zealander, I don’t have an Embassy, 

Consulate or even a Legation to turn to in East Berlin. I quickly realise that I also 
lack the resilience to survive a prison term, especially if I were to be 

repeatedly intimidated or tortured. So I pray – for sanity! 

Over the next twelve hours or so I have several visits from the same ultra-serious 

Volkspolizist. Each time he refuses to speak to me or even to answer my simple 

questions. The first time he brings in a very small desk, the second time a chair, 

(but clearly not for me!) and the third time he is carrying a large, heavy 

typewriter, on which he types out the ‘confession’ that I am then forced to sign. 

Reading it, I discover that I have inadvertently imported ‘dangerous literature 

which defames the State’. In my bag I still had a brochure from my visit to the 

Reichstag Museum! Afterwards I am left locked up, alone again.  

Much later in the evening my cell is suddenly and again wordlessly unlocked 

and Í venture out timidly to find my coat and bag placed neatly near the door.  
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In the dim light I search for and find a stairway, which I hope will lead me out of 

the building. At the top, the massive steel door opens outward, but I am 

immediately blinded by a bright light as I walk slap-bang into a bulky soldier with 

his AK47 and a Dobermann dog on a short leash. He asks me what on earth I 

am doing there, and I, somewhat sheepishly, say that I just want to get out! 

(“Was machen Sie denn hier?... Ich will doch ‘raus!“) Greatly relieved to be 

outside again in the freezing January night, I set off to find Checkpoint Charlie 

to get back to the West. Once there, at the front of the queue, I am curtly 

informed that I am not permitted to go through! Upon my further polite 

questioning I am told I have to go across town again and then go back out 

through the same border crossing through which I had previously entered!  

So I make my way back to the Friedrichstrasse Underground Station and 

hand over my passport for checking at 11:30 p.m., with no-one else waiting 

there. The border guard takes it away, leaving me there standing on my own, 

staring at the large, loudly ticking clock nearby and getting more and more 

anxious as the hand slowly approaches midnight. With just thirty seconds to go, 

and me trying not to show panic, he returns to give me back my passport, without 

saying a word. I walk down the long, lonely corridor and onto the platform of the 

Underground train which mercifully delivers me from the confusion of 

Communism to the familiar security of the West-Berlin streets.  

 

 

 

Friedrichstraße Underground Station (1982) 
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1.  Just a curious coincidence? Helmut & Freya von Moltke 

One Story, which also became part of our story for my late wife Margaret and 

me, began for us when we were in Moosburg an der Isar in July 2013, where’ 

I discovered a book in the shop, I knew so well from the five years we spent as 

a family there in the 1980s. It consists of letters between Helmuth von Moltke 
and his wife Freya,5 written during his five months of imprisonment in Berlin, 

before he was executed as a leader in the resistance against Hitler. 

Virtually every German alive then knew who he was - the direct descendant of 

his namesake, the military genius who masterminded Prussia’s victory over 

France in 1871. The Nazis revered the von Moltke name and so assigned 

Helmuth to the army’s High Command (Oberkommando der Wehrmacht).       

But by 1938, he had already formed a group of influential Germans who were 

planning a democratic constitution with new political and economic structures to 

replace the Nazi state. Helmuth succeeded in uniting a broad range of experts, 

including Catholics and Protestants, Socialists and Conservatives. Above all 

they sought a restoration of the traditional Christian values, the loss of which, 

most were convinced, had facilitated Hitler’s rise to power. They also foresaw a 

federal unification of Europe, which would guarantee all freedom of religious 

faith and conscience, based on personal responsibility.  

In March 1943 Helmuth took copies of the 6th White Rose Group flyer (see p.24) 

with him on a trip to Oslo, where he gave it to English contacts, who translated 

it and had hundreds of thousands dropped from planes over Germany.               

His initiatives prevented a number of massacres of civilians in Nazi-occupied 

nations and he was also involved in preparations for evacuating the Jews in 
Denmark by small fishing boats to Sweden. 7,200 were saved and nearly all of 

the 485 captured on October 2, 1943 managed, thanks to Red Cross 

intervention, to survive the war. They all left the Theresienstadt concentration 

camp by train and arrived in Sweden on the 15th of May 1945.6 

                                                           
5 Helmuth James & Freya von Moltke: ‚Abschiedsbriefe Gefängnis Tegel, September 1944 bis Januar 
1945‘, C.H.Beck, München, Jubiläumsedition, 2013. 
6 Saul Friedländer: ‚Das dritte Reich und die Juden‘, C.H.Beck, München, 2007, pp.928-930. 
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When, in mid-1944, Helmuth became aware of the imminent arrest of a member 

of the resistance outside of his own group, he warned him. However the 

Gestapo learned of this, then arrested and imprisoned Helmuth. Peter Yorck 

took over the leadership of von Moltke’s Kreisau Group, but when his cousin, 

Claus von Stauffenberg, was arrested and immediately executed after his 

famous, failed attempt to assassinate Hitler on July 20, Peter too was arrested 

a few days later and soon afterwards was also summarily executed.  

The fascinating factor for me about the letters of this couple, who were so deeply 

in love, is that throughout this period of five months, they were aware that, 

despite the pending ‘show trial’, Helmuth (like my wife Margaret after her 

diagnosis of glioblastoma multiforme in the brain, with a very short time left to 

live) was under a death sentence. I devoured the book, inspired by their faith 

and courage, both of which grew markedly during those final five months. In fact 

I translated portions of it and used them, with a PowerPoint presentation with 

photos and text, as the basis of a week of morning devotions with the staff at 

Rangiora New Life School in October 2013. This was just over one month before 

Margaret and I received her devastating prognosis of a ‘death sentence’ – one 

which also turned out to be almost exactly five months. Before we had to, like 

Helmuth and Freya, walk all the way through our own ‘valley of the shadow of 

death’, I was somehow better prepared for this ordeal, having already slowly 

digested all of their precious words. 

Unusually, Freya was also able to visit him five times, chained up cruelly in his 

cell, and even to have communion together, thanks to the courageous Chaplain, 

Harald Poelchau, who also smuggled their letters in and out. Communion was 

too, for Margaret and me, a time full of grace, comfort and even joy, the kind of 

joy that Jesus assures us, cannot be taken away: 

“Therefore you too have grief now; but I will see you again, and your heart will 

rejoice, and no-one is going to take your joy away from you. And on that day 

you will not question Me about anything.”                                           

(John 16:22-23, NASB)   
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  Helmuth & Freya after their 1931 Wedding         Margaret Seatter (1954-2014) & the writer in 1998        
                                   

During his show trial before the notorious Chief Judge of the so-called ‘People’s 

Court’ (Volksgericht), Roland Freisler, Count von Moltke declared that he stood 

there prepared to be condemned not as a protestant, nor as a great land-owner, 

nor as a nobleman, nor as a Prussian and not even as a German, but rather as 

a Christian and as nothing else. Interestingly, Freisler agreed with him, stating 

that the only similarity, but a significant one, that existed between Nazism and 

Christianity was that both demanded the absolute faithfulness of their followers 

to their respective convictions. 

After the War Freya brought up their two young sons and was also very active 

continuing to publicise Helmuth’s ideas and actions. This involved travelling to 

a number of European countries as well as to the United States. She then settled 

in South Africa, working as a social worker and therapist for people with 

disabilities. Unable to tolerate the apartheid regime after several years there, 

Freya returned to Berlin and continued to extend the work of the Kreisau Group, 

founding in 1990, after the fall of Communism, an extensive Centre for youth to 

foster international understanding in Kreisau, Poland, where the family had 

previously lived on the extensive von Moltke estates. She later returned to the 

United States, where she became an American citizen. Freya remained 

politically active, even into old age. She died on New Year’s Day 2010 at the 

age of 98, almost exactly sixty-five years after her beloved husband Helmuth’s 

death on January 23, 1945 at the age of just thirty-seven years. 
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Extracts from the many letters between Freya and Helmuth7 

‘When you live facing death, liberal ideas no longer sustain you…                                 

The difference between life before and after death is actually not so great, 
and the step that seems to us so massive, is actually a small one and much 

simpler than we think. Now you are still alive, with me, and one day you will 

simply suddenly no longer be alive with me, but only in me. It is also possible 

that you will still live, but really it is actually not so important what happens, 

whether you will be killed or whether you will be spared, because what is 
important will endure. Therefore I mustn’t keep on thinking about being at your 

side and keep on begging God that I might understand all this. Rather, in my 

great love for you I need to be still and open myself up to the love of God each 

day and continue to live in His presence. … My heart, my prayers for you are 
not just my prayers – they are my life, my being, my reason for living, my 

belonging to you in all of my life, whatever may happen. …I will be with you in 

that hour too, even if I am not aware of it, because, in truth am always with you. 

I could not be closer to you.’   

(Freya)                                                                                                 

‘My main sin has been ingratitude – not just for my life, but daily for all the 

good things I have been given. Please pray for me, that I will learn humility and 

thankfulness and that I may know God’s grace in all the ups and downs of life. 

…God would much rather give grace than withhold it. Somehow we’re frequently 

not capable of grasping or receiving grace.…You can’t possess God and 
carry Him around with you. God’s grace must be gifted to you, new every 

moment. …I am convinced …that I will not have to wait for Judgement Day, but 

I will, somehow, immediately after death, be fully alive in the Kingdom of God. 

I will simply fall out of the three categories of time, space and causality 
into a kind of existence which we cannot now imagine, because, on earth, we 

are only able to think in these three limited categories.  

(Helmuth) 

                                                           
7 Helmuth James & Freya von Moltke: ibid (All translations BS) 
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2.  Professor Muth, whose bark sent the Gestapo packing! 

In the winter of 2017, soon after moving into the old house which my wife 

Angelika had inherited and which we subsequently revovated, I began to 

explore, on my regular walks, the neighbouring suburb of Solln, which is 

situated just through the attractive woods in which we are privileged to dwell. 

It wasn’t long before I discovered the best local bookshop, one with a fascinating 

section of books by present-day authors who live in our suburb in Munich.         

My attention was soon taken by several books by Dr. Dorle Gribl, a local 

historian who has recently written a series of historical books about different 

areas of the city. In each one she elucidates people and events, as well as a 

number of individual buildings and houses as they existed in the Nazi era from 

late January of 1933 until early May of 1945. 

This is the villa that Carl 

Muth (whose surname 

means ‘courage’!) had 

built in 1906 at Emil-

Dittler-Straße 10. Muth 

was born in 1867 in 

Worms and gained a 

variety of degrees and 

academic titles from 

Berlin, Paris and Rome. 

He is best known for the publishing of a monthly journal, Hochland (Highland) 

from 1903 until the Nazis shut it down completely in 1941 (having beforehand 

frequently banned the circulation of its various single editions from 1933).   The 

magazine published articles on science, literature, fine arts and culture in 

general, with a strong (Catholic) Christian emphasis. Leading well-known 

Jewish intellectuals were also able (under pseudonyms) to write essays which 

were critical of various aspects of the ubiquitous Nazi culture. 
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What was perhaps unique about Muth’s character, was his commanding 

presence together with a stentorian voice that could literally turn vociferous 

opponents into cowering subservients. Dorle Gribl describes8 how, in 1933, as 

a witness in a Nazi court, he silenced the arrogant, interjecting SS with his clear, 

fearless and unambiguous language. His was the voice of authority and he 

succeeded, against all odds, in gaining an acquittal for the accused man. 

Late in the evening on the day when Sophie and Hans Scholl (see Story 3) are 

arrested distributing anti-Nazi flyers at Munich University, the Gestapo arrive 

at his home. It is February 18, 1943. They interrogate Muth, accusing him of 

being the brains behind the flyers. (Sophie boarded at Muth’s house during the 

previous university year and her brother Hans had spent much time there for 

over a year helping sort out and catalogue the huge number of volumes in the 

library.) Muth retorts angrily and with such a power in his voice that even these 

hardened Gestapo officers soon cease their interrogation and quietly begin to 

search right through his enormous library. They end up taking lots of books 

away, but not Professor Muth with them! The miracle is that they fail to find the 

evidence that would have sealed his fate, namely a copy of the letter he sent to 

the Pope (whom he had met several times), detailing many of the grave 

injustices of the Nazi regime. Somehow was wedged firmly behind the drawer 

in which he had placed it, so that it was not found by those searching. Muth even 

manages to get a really good night’s sleep afterwards! 

Carl Muth (left) married Anna Thaler 

in the year 1894 and they had five 

children. She died in 1920. The 

family grave (right)  is to be found 

near their former home. Professor 

Muth, who suffered frequently from 

angina, died in November 1944, at 

77. 

                                                           
8 Dr. Dorle Gribl: ‚Solln in den Jahren 1933 bis 1945‘, Volk Verlag München, 2006, p.62f. (Main source) 
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3.  Brave, but too spontaneous? – Sophie & Hans Scholl 
In seeking to discover why certain people had the courage of their convictions 

to stand up for justice, at great personal risk in an unjust society, one of the 

frequent common denominators I have discovered is the strong parental 
influence they experienced. Both parents contributed much to the character 

and determination of Sophie and Hans to make a difference at a time when 

the vast majority of people were simply swept along by the powerful, 

overwhelming tide of Nazi ideology. Almost all ran with the times as Mitläufer.9 

Their mother Magdalene was a deaconess and a woman with compassion for 

the suffering. She was a rock for her family throughout all the vicissitudes of 

unemployment, inflation and violence that characterised the 1930s. Their father 
Robert Scholl had been voted in as mayor of two towns near Ulm in South-West 

Germany. He had a strong personality and was a gifted leader, but, perhaps 

unusually, he believed that his children needed to find their own way in life and 

he was never one to dictate how they should think or behave. In the First World 

War he was one of very few conscientious objectors and had also served as a 

stretcher bearer and First Aider on the battlefields. 

Sophie was gifted with a fertile imagination and enjoyed a deeply romantic 

relationship with the world of nature around her. Here is a typical extract from 

one of hundreds of extant examples: ‘When I turn my head it touches the raw 

bark of an apple tree beside me. How protectively it spans it strong branches 

over me. I can sense how the sap is constantly rising, all the way from its roots 

to provide so lovingly for even the tiniest of the leaves above. In fact     I can 

almost hear a secret heartbeat inside his trunk. I press my face to the dark, 

warm bark and think to myself: Here I am truly at home, and I feel so thankful 

for this special moment in time.’ 10 

                                                           
9 The word literally means ‘to run with the others’.(Just after completing this Story I discovered that 
Géraldine Schwarz has recently written a most insightful and readable book on this theme called:  
‘Those Who Forget: One Family’s Story – A Memoir, a History, a Warning’, Pushkin Press, 2020). 
10 Hermann Vinke: ‚Das kurze Leben der Sophie Scholl‘, Otto Maier Verlag, Ravensburg, 1980. 
(Translations BS) 
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In November 1937 Hans (who was in the army while he was studying medicine) 

and Sophie, together with brother Werner, were all arrested and imprisoned 

in Stuttgart. They were accused of connections in the resistance to Hitler, but 

after these were (correctly at this time) proven to be only heresay, they were 

released. Sophie was deeply opposed to the all-powerful Nazi party and 

especially to their persecution of Jews, as well as to the War which began in 

September 1939. Her brother Werner was first sent to France as a soldier and 

her boyfriend, Fritz Hartnagel, was posted to the Russian front. 

After gaining Abitur (University Entrance), Sophie had to serve on farms before 

becoming a kindergarten teacher. In May 1942 she began at Munich University, 

finding board with Carl Muth. Straight away Sophie organised for the professor 

to have better food – sent by her mother from Ulm. Both Hans and Sophie led a 

very active social life, going to plays and classical music concerts as well as to 

literary evenings where books (often ones banned by the Nazis) were discussed 

in passionate detail. Just before Hans had to leave for the front with their friend 

Christoph Probst (below) the siblings, with four others,11 had composed, printed 

and distributed the first four flyers. They were all enraged when they heard 

first-hand reports of mass executions, particularly of Jews in Poland and Russia, 

as well as the systematic murder of both the handicapped and the mentally ill in 

Germany and Austria.12 

                                                           
11 Alexander Schmorell, Christopher Probst, Willi Graf & Prof. Kurt Huber - all executed in 1943. 
12 A total of 300,000 people died as a result of the ‘Euthanasia-Actions’ (‘Gedenkbuch für die 
Opfer der nationalsozialistischen Euthanasie-Morde’, Wallstein Verlag, Göttingen, 2018, p.12 & 19)  
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Just before the first flyers were printed in June 1942, Robert was arrested and 

imprisoned. His secretary had reported him for speaking against Hitler! The  

White Rose Group posted copies to writers, university lecturers, bookstores, 

doctors and other influential people. Sadly, most who received these flyers 

either brought them to the police (the overwhelming majority) or they destroyed 

them, although there were notable exceptions (see Story 14).13 

In Russia, both Hans and brother Werner are stationed just 134 kilometres from 

Moscow, where they work to save their wounded fellow German soldiers, but 

are traumatised as they are confronted by the barbarity of war. Hans writes that 

if he receives a command to open fire on the Russian soldiers, he will refuse to 

do so. He notes : ‘I have no music to listen to here. Day and night I hear only 

the cries of the tormented and in my nightmares the sighs of the abandoned. 

When I ponder, my thoughts cause me great pain.  If Christ had not lived and 

died, there would be no way out. Then all the weeping would have no meaning 

and one would end up running against the wall and smashing one’s head in. But 

no, I’ve decided that I won’t do that.’ 14 

With his Russian-speaking close friend, Alexander 
Schmorell (right), they get to know some of the 

local people. A  Russian woman asks them: “Where 

do the Germans get the right to regard us all as 

second-class, simply because we are poor?  Where 

is their culture?” 15 Hans is often overcome by the 

suffering around him and he resolves to take action against the Nazis as soon 

as he gets his home leave. Sophie also receives letters from her boyfriend Fritz. 

One details his experience of meeting a Russian father of two children. One had 

just perished of hunger and the other is then shot by fellow soldiers while trying 

to steal some bread. A little while later he writes that in his own battalion of a 

thousand soldiers, only one hundred and fifty now remain alive.  

                                                           
13 Many of the facts in this short story come from the only biography, at this time, of Hans Scholl, namely 
Barbara Ellermeier’s book: ‘Hans Scholl, Biographie’, Hoffmann und Campe, Hamburg, 2012. 
14 ibid p.252.  
15 ibid p.260. (all translations BS) 
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Sophie is now forced to work in a munitions factory and writes to Fritz that the 

machines seem to her to be ‘demonic’. With great determination she raises 

finance and organises larger printing machines to distribute far more flyers on 

Hans’ return. She also further extends the scope of their distribution to North 

Germany through student contacts in Hamburg. In addition she travels widely to 

purchase paper, envelopes and stamps from a variety of sources. Back in 

Munich, Hans works closely with Prof. Huber, who becomes the main author of 

the three subsequent flyers. However both Sopie and Hans keep their 

resistance secret from the family, although they seek out others to join them. 

Nearly all refuse. The risk they are taking becomes even clearer when 120 

people from the communist resistance (Rote Kapelle) are arrested and nearly 

all are subsequently executed. Their resolution to act only increases after they 

hear first-hand about the new extermination camps with their factory-scale killing 

facilities. Feverishly they print over 9,000 copies of the fifth flyer, then posting 

copies from a variety of cities, including Salzburg, Linz, Vienna, Munich, 

Stuttgart, Saarbrücken, Freiburg and Ulm. Next they distribute 2,000 more of 

them by hand into private letterboxes in Munich. Sophie goes further, placing 

them on the windscreens of parked cars, in telephone boxes, in people’s coats 

in cloakrooms and even inside books in the university library!  

On February 3, 1943 news comes about the defeat of the German Army at 

Stalingrad – 150,000 die in battle or freeze to death and 108,000 are taken 

prisoner, of whom only 6,000 survive - to be released thirteen years later! About 

700,000 Russian troops are also killed there. This causes widespread 

consternation, even despair in Germany. The members of the White Rose are 

all immediately emboldened, going out during the same night, in order to paint 

at least twenty slogans in huge letters such as Freedom! Hitler is a mass 

murderer! Down with Hitler! and crossed-out swastikas. They even write such 

slogans on the high walls which surround the Nazi Party headquarters itself! 

Sophie spends the next ten days at home caring for her sick mother and shows 

her parents copies of flyers, talking about the grafittied slogans as well, 

but without mentioning anything at all about their own intimate invovement.  
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A few days after returning to Munich, on February 20, she and Hans take the 
last 1800 copies of the sixth flyer with them in a large suitcase in order to 

distribute them in the university. After finding places for most, but not all of them, 

they ascend the main staircase, whereupon Sophie suddenly throws the last of 

hers over the balustrade and Hans follows her in emptying out his last copies 

from the case. The flyers slowly sail right down to the floor of the majestic main 

entrance foyer. However the two of them are spotted by the caretaker. He seizes 

them, yelling that they are “under arrest”. Bringing them to an office, he rings the 

Gestapo, who soon take them away for interrogation. On the very same day 

their brother Werner arrives back from Stalingrad, having found a place on one 

of the last three flights out of that hell-hole.  

Just two days later they are both arraigned, with Christoph Probst, in the 

People’s Court under its Head Judge Roland Freisler who, literally screaming, 

castigates them all as cowards and traitors. The verdict of execution by guillotine 

has already been decided beforehand, to set an example to other would-be 

protestors against the Nazi dictatorship. Through an acquaintance, who is a 

lawyer in Munich, their parents gain entry, for  a few minutes, to the closed 

Courtroom during the five-hour trial. Both children are remarkably composed 

and Hans even manages not only to say that he stands by all he did, but also 

that he looks forward to the day when Judge Freisler himself will have to stand 

trial and be proclaimed guilty of all his heinous crimes. Hans finishes with the 

words: ‘Today you will condemn us to death, but tomorrow it will be you!’ (In fact 

two weeks later Freisler was killed by an Allied bomb which fell on his Berlin 

Courtroom while he was presiding!) 

Sympathetic guards in the prison arrange (illegally) for the parents to visit them 

later that day for a very brief, tearful farewell and, as they leave, Robert yells 

out loudly: ‘There is another (higher) Justice!’ (‘Es gibt noch eine 

Gerechtigkeit!’). A sympathetic chaplain, Dr. Karl Alt, gives both siblings 

communion and they read Psalm 90 together with him as well as the well-known 

words of the thirteenth chapter of First Corinthians, which reveal details about 

the unique nature of God’s love.  
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Sophie’s last words are: “It’s such a lovely sunny day, and now I have to die.” 

Hans manages, somehow, just before being beheaded, to cry out “Long live 

Freedom!” That evening their execution is announced on national radio and that 

night the following slogans appear in large letters in Munich: ‘Their spirit lives!’ 

and ‘Long live Freedom!’ Their parents, as usual, have to pay for the trial and 

other costs. Brother Werner returns to the Eastern front, where he reads daily 

in Hans’ Bible and, in May, becomes one of the millions forever ‘missing in 

Russia’. Over the next few months a further fifty members of the White Rose are 

arrested and imprisoned - five of them are also executed. 

Part of the 4th  flyer by Hans Scholl & Alexander Schmorell (July 1942)16 

Every word that comes out of Hitler’s mouth is a lie: if he says peace he means war, and if he 
utters the name of the Almighty in a sacrilegious manner, he means the power of the evil one, the 
fallen angel, Satan. His mouth is the stinking jaws of hell, and his power is, in essence, depraved. 
The struggle against the National Socialist terror state must, of course, be waged by rational 
means; yet anyone who still doubts the real existence of demonic powers today is far from 
understanding the metaphysical background to this war.  
Behind the concrete aspects, behind that which we can perceive with our senses, behind all 
objective and logical considerations is the irrational aspect, i.e. the struggle against the devil, 
against the emissary of the Antichrist. Everywhere and at all times, the demons have lain in wait 
in darkness for the hour when man becomes weak, when he leaves of his own accord his position 
in the divine order founded upon freedom by God, when he succumbs to the pressure of the evil 
one, breaks away from the powers of the higher order, and thus, once he has taken the first step 
voluntarily, is driven to the second and third and more and more at rapidly accelerating speed — 
everywhere and at all times of direst need, people have risen up, prophets, saints, who had 
maintained their freedom, who pointed to the only God and with His aid admonished the people 
to repent.  
Man may be free, but he is defenceless against evil without the true God; he is like a ship without 
a rudder, exposed to the storm, like an infant without a mother, like a cloud dispersing. Is there, I 
ask you who are Christian, is there in this struggle for the maintenance of your ultimate values, a 
hesitation, a game of intrigues, a postponement of the decision in the hope that another will take 
up arms to defend you?  
Did not God himself give you the strength and the courage to fight back? We must attack evil 
where it is most powerful, and it is most powerful in the power of Hitler.  
“So I returned, and considered all the oppressions that are done under the sun: and behold the 
tears of such as were oppressed, and they had no comforter; and on the side of their oppressors 
there was power; but they had no comforter. Wherefore I praised the dead which are already dead 
more than the living which are still alive.”                                                            (Ecclesiastes 4:1) 

                                                           
16 Translation by Katy Derbyshire, German Resistance Memorial Center 
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4. Her passionate pleas went unheeded! – Dr. Elisabeth 
Schmitz17 

Dr. Elisabeth Schmid was a competent historian, whose comprehensive 1935 

report on the Nazi persecution of the Jews, which she sent in writing and  

brought personally to Church Synod meetings, was tragically ignored and never 

acted upon. This is still hard to comprehend when her Church was the so-called 

Confessing Church, (Die bekennende Kirche), comprising a number of 

individual Protestant churches who collectively refused to remain in the main 

German Protestant Church, because it blindly followed the Nazi party with all of 

its demonic decrees. In fact, until 1999, her scholarly position paper 
(Denkschrift) was sadly ascribed to other people, perhaps  because she had 

not then (probably to protect herself) put her own name to the paper. It was not 

until 2010 that the first comprehensive biography about her was written by the 

notable Berlin historian, Manfred Gailus. It was entitled ‘Mir aber zeriss das Herz 

– Der stille Widerstand der Elisabeth Schmitz’  (‘But it broke my heart – the silent 

resistance of Elisabeth Schmitz’). 

Elisabeth was a gifted student, who excelled in German, History and Religion 

over a period of ten years at both Bonn and then Berlin Universities. She gained 

her doctorate in 1920, writing about the (failed) liberal revolution of 1848. Much 

German Protestant theology had long been anti-Semitic, but she read more 

widely and was influenced by the Catholic scholar Romano Guardini, who was 

one of very few theologians who stressed the intimate connection between 

Judaism and Christianty. Others with whom she also corresponded included 

Karl Barth, Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Adolf von Harnack. (Bonhoeffer and 

both Harnack’s son Ernst and his nephew Arvid were all executed by the Nazis 

for their public resistance to the regime). Unfortunately for Elisabeth, two of the 

leading theologians of her Confessing Church (Niemöller and Dibelius) followed 

the Nazi doctrine of opposing women’s rights, believing they had no place either 

                                                           
17 Main source : Sibylle Biermann-Rau: ‚Elisabeth Schmitz – Wie sich die Protestantin für Juden einsetzte, als 
ihre Kirche schwieg‘, Kreuz Verlag, Hamburg, 2017. 



27 
 

in politics or in public life. This ignorant prejudice meant that Elisabeth’s cry for 

justice was never heard.    

From 1915 she lived in a part of Berlin 

characterised by many Jewish schools 

and also by the large Oranienburg 
Synagogue (left). Elisabeth qualified to 

become a secondary school teacher.     

Her flatmate was a Jewish doctor. 

Manfred Gailus describes her as shy and 

reflective in public, but one who soon 

gained respect among  peers and 

students. As was normal practice, her 

school principal was dismissed in 1933 

because she opposed the Nazis. 

Elisabeth naturally soon came into conflict 

with the new one. Fortunately she was 

able to find another position. (One of her 

outspokenly anti-Nazi colleagues, along 

with a Jewish teacher had also been 

dismissed early in 1933). 
 

From January 1933, Elisabeth began to record copious instances of 

discrimination and injustice against the Jewish people. She also read a great 

variety of national and international newspapers, as well as many Jewish 

publications. In 1934 she joined the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Memorial-Church, which 

was a leading member of the Confessing Church movement. What was almost 

unique about this church congregation in central Berlin was that they cared not 

only for the converted Jews who were church members, but equally for those 

Jews who followed their own faith or were secular Jews. They were well known 

for helping Jews who chose to go ‘underground’ or into hiding.  

Oranienburg Synagogue burning: 9.11.1938  
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Even before the notorious Nuremberg anti-Jewish laws of September 1935, 

Elisabeth foresaw what would soon happen and wrote the following 

impassioned words to the world-famous Swiss theologian, Karl Barth:  

‘Should it be that the laws as they stand today continue to be valid, then it will 

mean a sentence of death for hundreds of thousands, perhaps for millions. If we 

were to write up a list of non-Aryan deaths, then it would already comprise many 

hundreds – through suicide, sickness and some by physical violence against 

them.  …And in all of this the Church is silent.  … What the Church needs 
most is neither a new confession nor disputes about people and race, but 

simple, plain, self-evident love. There is no realm in which the Church and 
German Christianity has so dismally failed as  this.’18 Her long, detailed letter 

to him remained unanswered!   

In her position paper she writes:                                                                          

‘These examples (of the persecution, suffering and murder of Jews) serve to 

demonstrate unmistakably that it is absolutely no exaggeration to speak of the 

attempt of the State to kill all German Jews …What will be our answer when 
we are asked: Where is your brother Abel? For us in the Confessing Church 

there will be no other possible answer than that of Cain.’ 19 

At great risk she makes 200 copies for the synods. After the November 9-10 
Pogrom, still no protest from the Confessing Church! Luther’s Birthday is 

celebrated as the Synagogues burn, but not a word from the Protestants!20 Hitler 

and Goebbels quote Martin Luther’s words: “burn the Synagogues, confiscate 

the property, forbid their religious services, and expel them all!” 21 

In 1937 Elisabeth is denounced because she has a Jewess living with her. Her 

flatmate leaves and the threatened dismissal from her teaching post (and 

                                                           
18 ibid, p.42-43.  
19 Ibid, p.57 (all translations BS) In Genesis 4 we read Cain’s reply: “I do not know; am I my brother’s 
keeper?” 
20 Raphael Gross: ‚November 1938 – Die Katastrophe vor der Katastrophe‘, Verlag C.H.Beck, 
München 2013, pp.76-80. 
21 Friedrich Heer: ‚Gottes Erste Liebe – 2,000 Jahre Judentum und Christentum‘, Bechtle Verlag, 
München, 1967, p.182f. 
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perhaps imprisonment as well) therefore does not eventuate. Elisabeth is further 

shocked to the core when her Jewish colleague and friend Dr. Lotte-Sophie 

Harzfeld, like many others in that desperate era, commits suicide.  

After the terrible pogrom of November 9-10, 1938 she writes: ‘I decided to give 

up my career as a teacher as a public servant of the state – a state which burns 

down synagogues’.22 She then moves to a flat thirty kilometres north of Berlin 

and immediately begins to offer refuge to other Jewish women. 

In a letter written just after the November 9-10 Pogrom, Elisabeth shows herself 

to be very well informed. She writes: ‘I have just heard that in Königsberg the 

200 children from a Jewish children’s home were driven out onto the street in 

their nightdresses. In Breslau, as well as Königsberg, the Jews are not able to 

bury their dead, because all of the men have been imprisoned. In Munich and 

in Regensburg the Jews were covered with their own excrement, beaten until 

bloody and then paraded through the main streets. In the countryside shops 

have been burned down and, in some cases, the people were locked inside and 

perished in the flames. The number of arrests is estimated by Jewish groups to 

be between 50,000 and 80,000.’ 23  

In 1940, Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote similarly to Elisabeth Schmitz about the 

Church and its attitude towards the Jewish people: ‘The Church was silent 
when it should have screamed, because the blood of innocent people was 
screaming to high heaven. The Church is guilty of the loss of the the weak 
and the defenceless brothers and sisters of Jesus Christ.’ 24 

Elisabeth frequently complained that she was ashamed of the Protestants. 

Many Catholics did stand up for the Jews and often paid dearly for this.25 

                                                           
22 S. Biermann-Rau: ‚Elisabeth Schmitz – Wie sich die Protestantin für Juden einsetzte‘, Kreuz, Hamburg, 2017, p.88. 
23 Biermann-Rau, ibid p.88 (all translations BS).    
24  ibid p.84.  (see also p.18)  
25 Dietrich Bonhoeffer: ‚Ethik‘, E Bethge Herausgeber, München, 1981. 
25 e.g. Despite the Nazis’ 1933 Concordat with the Vatican, 2170 priests were imprisoned in Dachau. 
Most of them were Polish (1780)  and the second most numerous  group were Germans or Austrians 
(447). 1034 priests were killed there, including about one third of the Poles and almost one quarter of 
the Germans and Austrians. All were isolated from other prisoners, suffering atrocious treatment. Source: 
Dr. Stanislav Zámečnik, Das war Dachau, Comité International de Dachau, 2002, p.179. 
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Mass deportations of Jewish people to the extermination camps began in 

1941,supported by both the German Protestant Church and the Confessing 

Church, whose Bishop Wurm stated the following in February 1942: 

‘No protestant church will contest the right of the State, in order to maintain the 

purity of the German race, to carry out its race law.’ 

In 1943 her house was completely destroyed in a bombing raid and she lost 

everything which was there. For this reason she went back to the town of Hanau, 

to the family home where she was born. Elisabeth taught in the Karl-Rehbein 

school there until 1958, when she retired at 65. She was active in the town’s 

Historical Society, with a particular interest in researching the history of Jewish 

life in the region. In 1977 she died at the age of 84 and only a handful of people 

were present for her funeral. 

In 2004 her satchel was discovered in the basement of a church in Hanau. In it 

was found a considerable amount of her personal correspondence 

as well as a number of different drafts of the position paper of 1935,  

proving, of course, that she was indeed the sole author. In 2011 she was 

recognised as one of the ‘Righteous amongst the Nations’ by the Yad 

Vashem Holocaust Museum in Israel. There are now memorials both in Hanau 

and in Berlin where a school has also recently been named after her.  

           Dr. Elisabeth Schmitz and a draft page from her ‘Denkschrift’- rediscovered in 2004 
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5. Punished for saving 62,000 Jewish lives! – Carl Lutz 

It is strange that Carl Lutz is still scarcely known, when no-one else directly 

saved so many Jewish lives. The reason lies in the realms of political history. 

The anti-Semitic communist governments set up by the Russian victors in 

Eastern Europe in 1945 chose to ignore the genocide of the Jews in all of those 

countries. In his own homeland (which had required the Nazis in 1938 to stamp 

a large red ‘J’ in every Jewish passport - in order more easily to send tens of 

thousands of them who attempted to cross their border back to Germany and to 

almost certain death), he was totally ignored and forgotten until 1995. However 

Israel, in 1964, proclaimed him as one of the very first ‘Righteous amongst the 
Nations’ in Yad Vashem. The US and Germany have also granted him their 

highest honours, but not his homeland, as yet! 

What is easier to discover is his own simple, but profound motivation. From one 

of the conversations with his stepdaughter Agnes Hirschi, Erika Rosenberg, in 

her biography of Carl Lutz,26 quotes the words which he frequently uttered: ‘The 
laws of life are fundamentally stronger than the laws of a land.  
If someone is drowning, I simply can’t wait to be given permission first 
before I can save them.’ 

Such a life-long conviction undoubtedly stemmed from his own upbringing as 

the second-youngest of twelve children in the small town of Walzenhausen on 

Lake Constance. The family was both modest and poor and they were all deeply 

influenced by the teachings of the Methodist Church, of which they were 

committed members. The family had daily Bible readings with prayers and 

songs. However it was certainly no ‘pie in the sky’ mentality, as the devout 

mother is remembered as saying to all of her children that ‘it is better to do a 

good deed than to go the Chapel every day.’ 27 

                                                           
26 Professor Erika Rosenberg: ‘Das Glashaus, Carl Lutz und die Rettung ungarischer Juden vor dem 
Holocaust’ (‘The Glasshouse: Carl Lutz and the Rescue of Hungarian Jews from the Holocaust’)            
F. A. Herbig, München, 2016, p.14. Most of the material in the chapter comes from her book. 
27 ibid. p.18. (All translations BS) 
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After finishing a business apprenticeship, Carl sailed for New York in 1913. He 

had difficulties on Ellis Island with the immigration authorities, but was eventually 

released and went to relatives in a town near Saint Louis. His diary reveals how 

important his Christian faith was. He studied theology to become a preacher – 

but was far too nervous to be able to preach a sermon! Carl next found a job as 

a translator in the Swiss Embassy in Washington.  

At the same time Carl studied both law and history at George Washington 

University, a school for those who aimed to be employed as diplomats. After 

time in the Swiss Embassies in Philadelphia and New York he obtained the 

position he sought in Berne. Just before he left the United States he married 
Gertrud (Trudi) Fankhauser, who had worked with him in Philadelphia.  

From Switzerland Carl was sent out to the British Territory of Palestine. Before 

he left, his mother shared what became a prophetic passage from the Old 

Testament:  

‘When that day comes, I will summon my servant Elyakim, the son of Hiilkiyahu. 

I will dress him in your robe, gird him with your sash of office and invest him with 

your authority. He will be a father to the people living in Jerusalem and to the 

house of Judah.’   

(Isaiah 22: 20-21, CJB) 

As a Christian with a good knowledge of the Bible, Carl was fascinated to walk 

where Jesus had walked and to get to know Jews and the Arabs who lived there, 

sadly in a time of ever-increasing animosity on both sides. By 1939 the number 

of Jewish settlers had grown to the size of the Arab population - over 500,000. 

There were often bloody fights between them. Trudi and Carl watched in horror 

in 1936 in Jaffa as an Arab mob set about stoning a small group of defenceless 

Jews, eventually killing several. After becoming more aware of the increasing 

ferocity of the persecution of Jews in Germany and Austria, Carl was bitterly 

disappointed by the decision that Great Britain took in May 1939 to limit the 

immigration of Jews to Palestine to 75,000 people over the next five years. 
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From early in 1939 Switzerland also 
represented the nation of Germany in 
Palestine. A total of 2,500 Germans were 

interned and 70,000 Jewish refugees with 

German passports were also officially 

registered. Lutz worked successfully as a 

neutral with both countries - Great Britain 

and Germany. However Spain then took 

over the role of representing Germany in 

Palestine and Carl was brought back to      

Carl and Gertrud in Budapest in 1942   Berlin and became Consul for Yugoslavia     

- a short appointment, as Hitler invaded and occupied it. They spent the next six 

months in Switzerland until he was appointed Vice-Consul in Hungary. 

In January 1942 Hitler gives his annual address to the Reichstag and amongst 

the words he screams are these: “We should all be absolutely clear that this War 

can only come to an end in two ways: either the whole Aryan race will be 
annihilated or the Jewish race itself will be extinguished from all of 
Europe.” 28 Just ten days before, Reinhard Heydrich had convened the 

Wannsee Conference in Berlin (which lasted only 90 minutes before breakfast!) 

There the delegations took place to leaders of the most important government 

departments in order to enable the ‘final solution’ to the Jewish problem, namely 

the deportation of all Jews from German-occupied Europe to Poland, where they 

would be murdered in a number of major extermination camps - then Belzec and 

Auschwitz and soon also Sobibor, Majdanek, Chelmno and Treblinka. In fact 

Heydrich also had plans that he distributed in draft form for the murder of all 
eleven million Jews in Europe, including those in Great Britain, the Soviet 

Union, Spain, Portugal, Switzerland and Sweden! (In May of 1942 Heydrich was 

assassinated in Prague by Czech soldiers parachuted in by the UK. In a brutal 

act of revenge nearly all the inhabitants of the nearby town of Lidice were shot 

or gassed.) 

                                                           
28 Rosenberg: ibid p.101. (Translations BS) 
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Although the new Nazi puppet-governors of Hungary, Kállay and Horthy, at first 

resist, Hitler insists that by the end of 1943 all of the 800,000 Jews in 
Hungary be deported. On 19.03.1943 German troops invade Hungary and 

Adolf Eichmann himself comes to Budapest to take charge of the whole 

massive extermination programme. He begins in the provinces. By mid-May 

12,000 to 14,000 per day are being deported to Auschwitz, overwhelming even 

its enormous capacity to kill. By July, when the deportations are temporarily 

stopped (after considerable international pressure, including the Americans 

bombing Budapest) 438,000 have been sent to Auschwitz, 394,000 of whom 
are immediately gassed. Tragically the Church leaders in Hungary, except for 

a handful of outspoken Catholic bishops, do not raise any kind of public protest 

or objection to the deportations and work only to save a very few baptised Jews 

who are members in their own churches! 

On the 15th of October, 1943 the Nazis remove Horthy, 

installing a puppet government of Fascist Arrow Cross. 

50,000 Jewish people are forced to walk to Vienna and 

nearly all die of exhaustion, hunger and mistreatment on the 

way. Worse still, they begin, with the enthusiastic 

participation of thousands, including several Catholic priests 

(one boasted he killed 500) to massacre as many Jews as 

they can find. Tens of thousands of them are dragged 

Massacre Memorial out of their houses and then shot beside the Danube.29                    

Much later (just before his death in 1975) Lutz said in an interview that he still 

felt guilty for not acting sooner, but by October 1943 he had formulated a 

detailed plan to produce ‘letters of safe conduct’ (Schutzbriefe) for Jews to 

emigrate to Palestine, so that they could be exempted from the deportations. He 

wrote later about his motives: ‘For me as a Christian, the desperate situation 
of the Jews meant a command in my conscience: I had to seek and find a 
way to protect those who had been condemned to death.’ 30 

                                                           
29 Saul Friedländer: ‚Das dritte Reich und die Juden‘, C.H.Beck, München, 2007, pp 1025-1025. 
30 A short (7 min.) video can be found at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cOBfpbciBw0 
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Carl Lutz boldly goes to Eichmann 

asking permission to issue 8,000 

documents. Eichmann says that only 

Himmler could grant this, but the 

permission comes soon, because 

Lutz is well known for the help he had 

given German nationals in Palestine. 

The amazing thing is that the authorisation he gets to issue the 7,500 certificates 

(above right), is stated to be 7,500 units (‘Einheiten’), because the Nazis never 

refer to Jews as people! Given the desperate situation, Lutz takes more bold 
steps. First, he takes the units to mean whole families and second he invents a 

further, completely new kind of certificate (above left), a collective pass, 

(Schutzpass). These are given individual numbers from 1 to 8,000 and when 

they all run out, he simply begins numbering again from #1! 

Swedish diplomat Raoul 
Wallenberg copies the idea, 

as does the Vatican and also 

diplomats from Italy and 

Portugal. 150,000 such 

‘collective passes’ are thus 

created! Lutz rents scores of 

buildings such as The ‘Glass 
House’ (left) to give shelter 

and hope to tens of thousands. He also employs one hundred secretaries, who 

set up desks on the street to type the necessary papers! Gertrud proves 

invaluable in sourcing food for the many refugees. From December 1944 to 

February 1945 there is intense fighting between Russians and Germans. 

The pro-Nazi Swiss government recalls Carl Lutz, demoting him for 
exceeding his competency! It is 1995, twenty years after his death (at age 80), 

before they finally officially recognise his courageous and unique 

accomplishment in saving well over 62,000 Jewish lives! 
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6. She smuggled 2,500 babies out of the Ghetto - Irena 
Sendlerowa 

If I had to choose, out of these 

stories, who the bravest of all was,          

I would probably say it was Irena 
Sendlerowa (right). But, until the 

year 2000, she and her amazing 

deeds remained almost unknown! 

Thanks to a Kansas history teacher and his four students (above with Irena), 

we now know more about her. On the internet, they found one tiny reference, 

but they followed this up assiduously in their research. By 2014 there were fifty 

million hits on their own website, which tells her full, stunning story.31 

Irena Krzyżanowska was born on 15.02.1910 in the Holy-Spirit-Hospital in 

Warsaw, where her father was researching infectious diseases. He was also 

active in the Socialist Party and a strong believer in democracy. He, and later 

Irena, often said: ‘If someone is about to drown, you must save him.’ 32  
When Irena was only six, her father, unlike all the other local doctors, 

volunteered to help care for large numbers of people in a Jewish slum in Otwock, 

where a typhus epidemic was raging out of control. This cost him his life and 

threw the mother and Iittle child into poverty, but the Jewish community helped 

them and even offered to pay for Irena’s education when she went to university 

in Warsaw to study law. It was then decided by the government that women 

should not be permitted to become lawyers, so she switched to sociology and 

later trained to become a state social worker.  

While at university she was appalled by the virulent anti-Semitism, whereby, 

for instance, Jewish students were forced to sit separately in all lectures. Irena 

sat with them, which meant that she too was often physically beaten. Irena also 

learnt to speak Yiddish with some of her Jewish friends.  

                                                           
31 irenasendler.org 
32 Tilar J. Mazzeo: ‘Irenas Liste oder das Geheimnis des Apfelbaums’ (‘Irena’s List or the Secret of the Apple 
Tree’) Wilhelm Heyne, München,  2016, p.25. It is the main source of this Story (Translations BS). 
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Long before the Nazis invaded, Polish ID-cards recorded a person’s racial 

identity, but Irena scratched out the word Aryan. This got her suspended from 

the University for three years! Despite this, she later gained a senior position in 

the Social Welfare administration, quickly proving her remarkable organisational 

skills, which were later to prove vital in saving so many lives.  

The Nazi invasion of Poland in September 1939 brought untold suffering – 

40,000 of the citizens of Warsaw were killed in the bombing raids and 70,000 

Polish soldiers were killed in battle, while 630,000 prisoners of war were taken 

and interned in Germany or in Russia (because Russia also occupied Poland 

with Germany). Immediately the Nazis set about murdering all possible Polish 

people who were or might have become leaders in a resistance against them. 

This included at least 50,000 so-called ‘intellectuals’. Half a million Poles were 

also sent to become slave-labour in Germany and 250,000 Jews were forced 
into what became the Warsaw Ghetto. Soon a further 250,000 Jews from 

outside of Warsaw were also forced into the same Ghetto area which comprised 

only four percent of the city’s area – this for more than half of the city’s 

population.  

After just a few months typhus broke out there and a large sign was posted at 

the Ghetto entrance saying: ‘Typhus infection present. Entry only with a permit’. 

Immediately Irena had such a permit forged for herself as (ostensibly) a nurse 

from the ‘Protection from Infectious Diseases Team’, which allowed her to enter 

and leave the Ghetto at will, even up to several times per day, without being 

searched by the Nazi guards. 

Conditions in the Ghetto (left) 
worsened, with many dying of hunger, 

especially in winter. People outside the 

Ghetto tried to help, but the Nazis put up 

signs throughout Warsaw declaring that 

anyone who helped Jews would be 
executed – and thousands were.   
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Despite this, Irena, and a growing team around her, brought in much food and 

even succeeded in inoculating over 1,000 in the ghetto against typhus. In late 

1941 Irena began to plan in great detail the smuggling of babies and small 

children out of the Ghetto. From a priest she secured a huge number of blank 

birth certificates and then she negotiated to bring the children to Catholic 

orphanages, from whence they would be adopted out by Catholic families. 

Irena took enormous care to record the 
family details of each child. She led a 

network of committed helpers and even 

secured considerable funding, (including 

nearly one million US dollars from the 

Polish Government in exile and from US 

Jewish communities) to provide adoptive 

families with the money necessary 

Irena -Social Worker in her Warsaw office  to feed the children. This was brought to 

them every month! Babies were given injections to ensure they would not cry 

and were then placed in toolboxes or laundry bags and even in coffins. Many 

were brought out through tunnels under the Ghetto walls, while others were 

brazenly driven through in the cab of the truck that brought ‘typhus nurses’ in 

and out. Of course the Nazi guards did not want to get too near to them or even 

to inspect their vehicles too closely. The whole operation was constantly fraught 

with danger. For example, when the Nazis discovered that state papers had 

been forged, the head of that administrative department, who worked closely 

with Irena, was deported to Auschwitz.  

By September 1943, 85% of the inhabitants of the Warsaw Ghetto had been 
deported to the death camps or had been killed or had died. However, about 

60,000 had escaped, mostly through the many tunnels and then managed to 

live ‘underground’ in Warsaw. By January 1943 over one thousand children had 

already been saved by Irena and her large team. (It is reliably estimated that 

over 90% of Polish Jews - approximately three million - had been killed or 
had died from inhuman treatment by 1945). 
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From April 19 to May 16, 1943 the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising took place, during 

which the Jews, with stolen weapons, held out against a massive Nazi attack to 

round up all of those still in the Ghetto, so that they could be deported to 

Treblinka. According to the Nazi records, 56,065 of the 60,000 Jews left were 

killed in the fighting or were executed on the streets. 

      Pawiak Prison in Warsaw, where the Nazis executed approximately 27,000 people 

In October 1943 the woman who manages a laundry which the Polish 

underground resistance use as a post office to deposit and receive parcels, is 

arrested by the Gestapo. Under torture she reveals the names of three 

‘customers’ including Irena, who is soon located looking after her very sick 

mother in her flat and is brought to the notorious Pawiak Prison (above).   

Her captors, who regularly beat and torture her cruelly, have no idea of her huge 

operation and Irena gives away no information and betrays no-one.  

A close friend, Basia Pęchin, is executed publicly at a nearby intersection in 

Warsaw and afterwards Irena finds amongst her very few possessions a card 

with a picture of Jesus and the following words underneath: ‘I have put my trust 

in Jesus’. Irena treasured it until 2003, when she presented it to the (Polish) 

Pope who had just honoured her.  
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Condemned to be shot, Irena is taken on 20.01.44 to a building where 

prisoners wait in a room to be taken through a door on the left, after which, each 

time, shots are heard as they are executed. When it is Irena’s turn, a guard takes 

her through a door to the right, where a Gestapo officer is waiting. He escorts 

her outside and then along several streets, before suddenly telling her to go 

away. However, without her ID, she could still be shot when stopped, so she 

asks him to go back and get it for her! He screams obscenities and hits her very 

hard in the face, telling her to vanish. Irena goes into a chemist’s shop, where 

she is cleaned up and given clothes to replace her prison ones. Eventually she 

makes her way to a friend’s flat. Next day there are posters put up in Warsaw, 

announcing in large letters her execution for helping the Jews! She soon finds 

out that the Ẑegota (Polish Resistance) had secretly bribed the Gestapo 

officer with 35,000 Zloty (then more than US$100,000!) not only to set her free, 

but also to register her as dead!  

Irena dyes her hair, disguises her appearance and keeps changing her address. 

She has her mother moved to a safer place and is able to be at her side before 

she dies on 30.03.1944. Irena keeps the promise her mother made her give that 

she would not go to her funeral. The Gestapo interrogate in vain all those who 

came, in order to find her, because they have all agreed to say she was in 

Pawiak prison! By August street fighting has broken out everywhere in the city, 

as the Nazis are being attacked by the Russians (and by the local Poles!). In 

just two weeks 65,000 civilians are executed by the Nazi soldiers on the streets, 

but the lists with names etc. of all the children, now numbering 2,500, are safely 

sealed in glass jars under an apple tree! Every small child whom Irena has 
smuggled out survives the War! 

In 1947 Irena married Stefan Zgrzembski and had three children. She held high 

positions, but publicly opposed the government’s anti-Semitism. In 1967 she 

was sacked for this. Israel had honoured her in 1965 as ‘Righteous amongst 
the Nations’, but she was prevented from travelling there for it. Irena became 

active in the Solidarity Trade Union in 1980, continuing to support Jews and 

democracy. She died on 05.12.2008, at the age of 98. 
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7. She cared for her fellow Jews - Dr. Else Behrend-Rosenfeld 
‘I learnt from my time beforehand working in 
prisons that people are generally only capable 
of real compassion when they experience 
suffering in their own body, or when they 
witness the suffering of someone else who is 
close to them.’ 

‘Those of us who lived together in the Munich 
Ghetto were united in our fierce determination 
that we would never let hate or bitterness take 
control of us – no matter how difficult, unjust 
and painful the persecution was to become.’  33 
Dr. Else Behrend-Rosenfeld with Peter & Hanna (1925) 

Else was born in Berlin in 1891. Her father, Friedrich Behrend, was a doctor. After 

qualifying as a Kindergarten teacher she studied history, philosophy and education 

in Jena, gaining her doctorate in 1918, while also working in a munitions factory 

during WWI. She then became a Social Worker in the Berlin Women’s Prison. In 

1920 Else married Siegfried Rosenfeld, a lawyer and a member of Parliament in 

Prussia. He became the Minister of Justice, representing the Socialist Party (SPD), 

which Else also joined. However, when the Nazis came to power in January of 

1933, he soon lost his job. 

After being warned not to go in to work, 

they escaped to Icking, a remote 
Bavarian village. 12,000 Jews lived in 

nearby Munich, the capital city of Bavaria. 

Hitler renamed it ‘The Capital City of the 

(Nazi) Movement’ and set about rebuilding 

much of the city centre. This meant that 

the main Munich Synagogue (right) was 

demolished in June 1938 to provide for a 

car park. The Jewish community had to 

pay for the demolition! The caption above reads: ‘An Eyesore disappears’.   

                                                           
33 My main source here is her book: ‘Ich stand nicht allein’ (‘I did not stand alone’)                                   
Europäische Verlagsanstalt, Köln, 1979 p.84. (All translations BS)  
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Goebbels proclaimed the Pogrom of November 9 - 10, 1938 from the Munich 

Town Hall and during that night and throughout the whole of the following day a 

total of 1406 German and Austrian synagogues and prayer-houses, 7,500 shops 

and flats and hundreds of Jewish cemeteries were destroyed. About 1,500 Jews 

were murdered and approximately 300 committed suicide. In addition at least 

31,000 Jewish men were imprisoned in concentration camps, many of whom 

were subsequently killed or died there.34 

After the children had been beaten by classmates (who were encouraged to do 

so by their own teachers!) the family, like most Jews in Germany and Austria, 

tried very hard to escape by emigrating to a safer European country.  Just days 

before War broke out her husband was able to escape from Nazi Germany to 

England and a few months later Else also secured places for both boys, now 
aged 17 and 15, on one of the Kindertransporte (see the next Story 8a) to 
England. She later accompanied other children regularly on these weekly trains 

from Munich as far as the Dutch border. In Holland they boarded ships bound 

for England – until the Nazis invaded on May 10, 1940. Such activities were part 

of her job as a (voluntary) social worker for the Jewish community in Munich. 

Dr. Behrend was very well informed about the deportations of Jews in 1940 and 

predicted in a mid-March 1941 letter to her husband, that the eighteen primitive 

barracks that young Jewish men were being forced to build in Milbertshofen in 

Munich would become the first Ghetto to house the Jewish people, who were 

beginning to be forcibly evicted in ever-increasing numbers from their own 

homes. In May 1941, on the eve of her fiftieth birthday, she received a letter 

from the Argentinian Consulate that her visa had been granted, only to get a 

further letter just two days later that the visa had been cancelled! By the end of 

June the barracks in Milbertshofen had been completed in order to be able to 

house well over eight hundred Jewish people in crowded, difficult conditions. 

                                                           
34 Dietmar Süss: ‘One People, One Reich, One Führer, German Society under the Third Reich’ 
(Quoted in Schwarz, ibid, p.50.)  The Jewish people were also required to pay a fine of four 
hundred million US$ for the damage to property during these pogroms all over the Reich! 
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In July 1941 Dr. Behrend was informed that she had to work at the Lohhof flax 
factory. This involved an hour and a half’s walk each way and ten-hour days, 

six days a week, of back-breaking work. The other women (slaves!) were aged 

between 15 and 18. After injuring her arm, a doctor certified her unfit to work 

and she was redeployed as the Business Manager of the second Munich Ghetto 

in the suburb of Berg-am-Laim - actually part of a Catholic Convent - where the 

‘older’ and sick Jews were to be housed, her included. 

The nuns were kind and cooked meals for them, although 

contact was officially forbidden. From 19.09.1941 all of the 

Jews had to buy and sew on a yellow star (right). This 

meant more beatings on the street, especially of children, 

although a few people did show respect and sympathy. The job was exhausting 

and presented Else with financial challenges, as the Jews had to pay for their 

accommodation and food. She had to find the money and budget every Pfennig 

to make ends meet. In this, and many other matters, the very small Quaker 
community in Munich helped her to manage successfully. 

On November 8, 1941 the Gestapo informed her that the first major deportation 
from Munich of 1,000 Jews would take place. On the list were 85 from her 

Ghetto. Every person took his or her own food and water and was allowed one 

case, one large bag and a mat. It fell to Else to inform each one and some broke 

down, fearing the worst. Else, an Orthodox Jew, had been suspicious of 

Christians, but she soon came to appreciate the practical compassion, help, 

and, with time, even friendship with the abbess and others.  

The train, with 999 Jews from Munich, travelled North, also collecting Jews from 

Frankfurt and Berlin. On November 24 it arrived in Kowno Lithuania. Next day 

the SS Head of Execution Squad (Einsatzgruppe) Number 3 (one of twenty-five 

such units with 3,000 men), Karl Jäger, reported that his unit had just shot 
dead all of the 1159 men, 1600 women and 175 children. Over one million 
Jews in the occupied territories were being executed at this time on Hitler’s 

orders, as the building of the new extermination camps, with their much more 

efficient gassing facilities, had yet to be completed.  
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In the following months no-one ever got a letter from the deported Jews on that 

train. On 28 March, 1942 the next mass deportation list came – on it were all 

of those remaining in her Ghetto, including her!  Else helped many others 

prepare their allotted 30kg. of baggage and she also sewed a large amount of 

Veronal poison into her dress. There were tearful farewells from the nuns, as 

they left for the Milbertshofen Ghetto, to join the others there. The SS officer 

ripped up all of Else’s family photos, which enraged her. He also confiscated 

one of her two blankets. All of the deportees were forced to trek to the railway 

siding at 4 a.m. but had to make a practice trek at 3:30 p.m. that afternoon.        

As they lined up in groups of 25, she realised that her 30kg would be far too 

heavy for her to manage. Suddenly her name was called out by a Gestapo 

officer, to whom she had to report immediately. He informed her that she would 

not now be going! Now she had time only for the briefest of tearful farewells to 

all those whom she knew so well. Although a few letters came from Piaski (near 

Lublin in Poland) that had been written by those on that deportation, all the 
deportees were soon afterward gassed at the Belzec extermination camp. 

Dr. Else Behrend returned to her job, managing everything at the Berg-am-Laim 

Ghetto with the nuns. It was soon full with other Jewish people sent there from 

outlying areas of Bavaria. From early July trains left Munich with deportees 

almost every week right through until February 23, 1945.  When the American 

Army finally entered Munich on 30 April, 1945, there were only 84 Jews still 
alive in Munich, (one of whom is featured in Story 13).  

It became clear to Dr. Behrend in August 1942 that she would also soon be 

deported, so she prepared to travel to Berlin to go ‘underground’ there with 

non-Jews hiding her temporarily in their flat. Here she spent twenty-four hours 

a day in a tiny room, never showing herself near to the window.  

In the next six months she had to move twice more, before securing false 

documentation to travel, in late March 1943, to Freiburg in the Black Forest - not 

far from Switzerland - which she aimed to reach. In her letters she often 

mentions the help given to her and to many other Jews by the Quakers. 
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In Freiburg, a few months later, Else makes contact with an underground 

organisation which specialises in smuggling people over the border to 
Switzerland. On April 20 (Hitler’s birthday!) she takes the 10 a.m. train to 

Singen, arriving there at 3 p.m. Here she meets her contact person and then 

arranges to meet him again later that evening at the station in order to catch a 

small local train travelling towards the border. He gives her the necessary ticket 

he had already purchased and then suddenly disappears! At the second stop 

another man gets in and subsequently makes himself known to her.  

Once at the destination, a third man meets her and leads her down a track to a 

barbed wire fence, giving her instructions concerning the direction she should 

continue to take in order to reach Switzerland. Then he leaves her alone there 

in the darkness! Else tries to follow the narrow pathway on the very steep 

mountainside, but soon loses her footing and her handbag containing precious 

documents and photos. She can’t risk climbing down in order to try and find it, 

so she continues along the narrow track. Once again she falls, but this time 

about two and a half metres down onto flagstones!  

She soon hears noises and makes out the beam of a torch. Two Swiss customs 

officers find Else with a broken leg and arrange for a doctor to come. It is 11 

p.m. when the doctor arrives with a policeman. By 12:30 a.m. she has been 

admitted to Schaffhausen hospital. Through the patient in the next bed she 

discovers that she knows the local Protestant pastor, who worked with her in a 

Berlin prison! This meant that she was looked after really well by the local people 

after her stay in hospital. 

In March of 1946 Dr. Behrend travelled to England to be re-united with both her 

husband and her two children. Sadly her husband died only two years later. Else 

continued to work in various camps in Britain as a Social Worker with the 

German prisoners of war. She returned to Bavaria in 1952 and died there in 

1970. 
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8a. Saving 10,000 children: Geertruida Wijsmuller - Meyer 
Born on 21.04.1896 in Alkmaar, 

where my daughter Anna lives with 

husband Ruben Smit and daughters Emily and Olivia (above right), Geertruida 

clearly had an indomitable personality - her nickname was ‘steam-roller’! But 

she became ‘Aunty Truus’ because of her big heart towards children. A 

committed Christian, she gave her life in voluntary service in the Netherlands 

and Europe. By the 1930s she was already active helping out in East-European 

countries for the International Committee for Jewish Welfare.  

After the 1938 Pogroms Gertrud went to Vienna to meet Adolf Eichmann. 

She writes: ‘Eichmann sat at the far end of a huge room in a black uniform under 

a tall lampstand with an enormous dog beside him. I went up to him and said, “I 

am Mrs Wijsmuller and I would like to speak with you.” “I don’t discuss anything 

with a woman,” replied Eichmann. “My husband isn’t with me, so you will have 

to talk to me!”  came my retort. He then commanded me to take my shoes off 

and to walk up and down the room, holding my skirt above my knees! I obeyed 

(to achieve my goal that day) and Eichmann pronounced me to be “a pure Aryan 

woman, but an absolutely crazy one.” 35  

                                                           
35 ‘Tante Truus’, eine vergessene Heldin - science.ORF.at. Her book, published in 1950, is entitled 
‘Geen tijd voor tranen’ (‘No Time for Tears’)       
   



47 
 

Somehow Geertruida got permission for the emigration of 600 Jewish children 

from the German Reich to the Netherlands, providing it was within one week! 

This she remarkably achieved, arranging for a special train on December 11 to 

take them to the Netherlands. There 100 of them remained, with 530 others 

taking a ferry to England, where she had arranged for others to care for them. 

                                                  

 

 

Frederik Gruber (left) 
with his parents.   

He never saw either of 
them again. 

 

 

By the end of November the British Parliament had agreed to receive up to 
10,000 Jewish children from the German Reich – until then the largest single 

rescue of refugee children ever attempted. They sought Geertruida’s help 

liaising with the Nazis to organise the whole operation. By May 10, 1940, when 

the Germans invaded The Netherlands, 10,000 children in 74 such trains from 

Germany, Austria, Poland, Danzig and Czechoslovakia had made it to safety in 

Great Britain, The Netherlands, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Belgium and 

France. Very few ever saw their parents again. Each child could take one case, 

one bag and ten Reichsmark. Toys and books were forbidden and parents were 

not allowed to see them off on the railway station platforms.  

Geertruida oversaw the very last group, bringing them through Amsterdam 

during the fearsome bombing attack to reach the freighter Bodegraven, which 

left Ijmuiden for Dover the same day while under heavy fire from the large 

numbers of Luftwaffe fighter planes. Although she could have escaped, 

Geertruida chose to stay behind with her husband, Joop Wijsmuller, an 

influential international banker. (They married in 1922, but had no children.) 
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Dutch children in the Westerbork Transit Camp 

During the long Nazi occupation of The Netherlands, Geertruida continued to 
rescue Jewish children there and also travelled regularly in occupied France, 

organising their escape through Spain or Switzerland. She was arrested twice by 

the Gestapo, but managed to evade imprisonment through the lack of hard 

evidence.             

She also saved fifty children from deportation to certain death in the Westerbork 
Transit Camp (see photo above). Altogether 22,025 Dutch Jewish children under 

the age of twenty-one were killed after being transported from Westerbork to the 

extermination camps in Poland. Of these, 8161 were under the age of 10 and 

they had often been separated beforehand from their families. In fact some 

trains were entirely filled with very young children. 

After the War Geertruida became a member of the Amsterdam Town Council 

and remained one until 1966. Her main areas of involvement were in social 

welfare and in passing legislation for employment measures which would assist 

the physically disabled. She was honoured with numerous decorations in The 

Netherlands, and there are streets in various towns named after her, as well as 

even an asteroid (in 2011)!  

Israel declared her to be one of the ‘Righteous amongst the Nations’ in Yad 

Vashem. Geertruida died on the 30th of August, 1978 in Amsterdam, aged 82. 
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8b. Saving 669 children: (Sir) Nicholas Winton (Wertheim) 
 

Nicholas Winton was born on the 

19th of May 1909 in London and 

died on July 1, 2015 aged 106. 

His name was actually Nicklas 
Georg Wertheim. Both of his 
parents were German Jews - 

Rudolf and Babette Wertheim. 

The family had changed their 

name to Wortham because of 

anti-German feeling in World War 

One. Following the War they 

changed it back, but just before 

World War Two, in order to avoid sounding German once more, they changed 

it yet again, but this time simply to Winton! 

Nicholas Winton is best known for organising the rescue of 669 Czech 
children from Nazi-occupied Czechoslovakia during the nine months before war 

broke out in 1939. There are now approximately 6,000 people in the world who 

owe him their lives. They are descendants of the mainly Jewish refugee children 

rescued by him from the Nazi threat in 1939. His own life-motto was:  

‘If something is not impossible, then there must be a way to do it.’ 36  

After he had completed high school, Nicholas trained to become a banker. 

 This involved time in Europe (in Hamburg, Berlin and Paris) before the 1930 

Depression, at which time he became a stockbroker back in London. Nicholas 

also soon became deeply involved in the Labour Party, forming friendships with 

a number of key Members of Parliament. On January 1, 1939, at the age of 

twenty-nine, he arrived in Prague and quickly became fully involved with 

The British Committee for Refugees from Czechoslovakia.  

                                                           
36 Most of the information in this Story comes from the website: www.nicholaswinton.com 
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The refugees came from the (German majority) Sudetenland, annexed by Hitler 

on 29.9.1938 in an agreement with Britain’s Prime Minister, Neville 

Chamberlain. Nicholas met many distressed parents, who asked if their children 

could be sent to Britain. After three weeks he returned to London and had his 

formal application to the Home Office soon accepted – with the following 

various conditions: finding a foster home and a £50 guarantee (£2,500 today) 

for every child who would arrive. He also wrote to newspapers seeking 

volunteers to be foster parents, as well as for guarantors to pay the £50 per child 

to cover the repatriation costs to send them back afterwards! 

The day before the Nazis invaded Czechoslovakia, 15th March 1939, the first 
train with 669 children on board left Prague for London. Seven others were 

planned. The children were allowed to take just one small case and one bag of 

food with them. Their journey took them through Germany to Holland, where 

they travelled on by ship to Harwich, England. From there they went by train 

again to London to be met by Nicholas and others. Most of the children then 

went on to various foster families who lived all over the country. 

A further train with 250 children was to leave on 1st September 1939, but the 

German army invaded Poland closing all the borders. Nearly all the children due 

to leave on it were sent to Terezin concentration camp (near Prague), and later 

to their deaths at Auschwitz. There were just four known survivors. 

(Left) This sculpture37 was erected on the 

initiative of Prince Charles in order to 

commemorate the Kindertransporte. It 

stands on one of the platforms at the 

Liverpool Street Station, where most of 

the trains with all the Jewish children 

aboard arrived. Frank Meisler, one of the 

refugee children, was the sculptor.  

                                                           
37 Von Wjh31 - Eigenes Werk - http://lifeinmegapixels.com, CC BY 3.0, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=14716764 
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It was not easy for the children to adjust both to a new language and to a totally 

foreign culture in Great Britain, especially after the War had begun. Some of the 

seventeen-year-old boys were temporarily imprisoned on the Isle of Man, or 

even sent on to various large prison camps in Australia! However, as soon as 

they reached eighteen years of age they were permitted to volunteer to join the 

British Army in order to fight the Nazis. In fact most of them decided to do exactly 

this. 

After the War, in 1948 

Nicholas married Grete 
Gjelstrup (1919–1999), 

a citizen of Denmark, 

(wedding photo right). 
Nicholas did not even tell 

his wife Grete about all 

of his rescue efforts, but 

in 1988 she found a 

scrapbook from that time 

in their attic. Inside it were photos of all of the children together with a complete 

list of names and a great many other documents.  

Many of the children who were rescued (quite a few of whom have now become 

grandparents) still refer to themselves as ‘Winton's children.’ In 2002  Nicholas 

was knighted by Queen Elizabeth II. And in 2014, when he was already 105 

years old, President Miloš Zeman awarded him the highest order of the Czech 

Republic.  
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8c. The Principal who saved 130 pupils: Dr. Erich 
Klibanksky  

Erich Klibansky was born in 1900 in Frankfurt. The 

family came from Lithuania, and was known for its 

many generations of Rabbis. Erich’s 

grandparents had emigrated to Germany in the 

1860s with five sons. His father, a teacher, 

founded a boarding house for impoverished boys 

in Frankfurt. Erich studied first in Frankfurt, then 

later in universities in both Marburg and Munich.38 

He excelled in history, gaining the highest 

possible grade for his doctoral thesis in March of 

1925 from the widely-renowned historian, 

Edmund Stengel, who was later to become a Nazi 

party member. 

In the same year Erich became the Senior Teacher at the Breslau Jewish 

Gymnasium. He married Meta David, who came from Hamburg and they had 
three sons: Hans-Raphael, Alexander and Michael. In 1929 he was appointed 

as the principal of the Yavne Jewish Gymnasium in Cologne. 

After the Nazi takeover at the end of January 1933, some Jewish Schools were still 

permitted to exist. Yavne was, unusually for that time, a co-educational school, 
and Meta, Erich’s wife, was employed at the school as an English teacher. 
Both had a great reputation for their warmth and friendliness, taking a close 

personal interest in the welfare of every student. Because Jewish schools received 

no funding from the State, a major part of Erich’s responsibility involved sourcing 

sufficient finance to enable the school could continue. Like many Jewish families 

they were soon forced to live in terrible conditions within a prison camp in Cologne 

(so their assets could be confiscated and all of them be more easily deported and 

then murdered). 

                                                           
38 Much of the information and the top photo in this story come from https://www.das-
marburger.de/2019/11/die-brueder-klibansky-und-marburg/ (accessed 12.02.2021). 
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After the November 9-10, 1938 pogroms, Dr. Klibansky had the idea that the 

possession of an International English Qualification would help his pupils’ 

emigration possibilities, so he refocussed the whole school curriculum to 
provide intensive English in order to best prepare his pupils for the 

Cambridge Proficiency Examinations, (the same examinations for which  

I now prepare students from two of the Munich Lukas-Schools). Dr. Klibanksky 

also found out how his pupils could gain places amongst the 10,000 children 

permitted by the English Parliament to immigrate (see Story 8a). He nursed the 

hope of relocating the school to England, contacting prominent Jews for funding 

as well the Central British Council for Refugees for accommodation. 

Before the outbreak of War in September 1939, Dr. Klibanksky organised five 
classes to emigrate to England – a total of 130 pupils. One of those pupils, 

Henrietta Franks, who was then fifteen years old, recalled later that ‘Dr. 

Klibanksky travelled on every train with the pupils, but he had to leave his family 

behind each time. To each one of us he said, “I’ll see you in England again.” But 

my sister - she was only twelve - she cried for a whole year in England 

afterwards.’  Ernst Kohlmann, also remembered how ‘Once the train had got to 

Holland, all my fears disappeared and I felt free.’  Ernst never saw his parents 

again.39   

Although Dr. Klibanksky had a visa for England, the family went into hiding. They 

were discovered and all deported.40 On the 

25th of July 1942, Erich and Meta, together 
with their three sons (aged 14,11 and 6) 
were shot near Minsk, with other teachers 
and a total of 335 Jewish children, 

Receipt for emigration for Kurt Treitel     all from the city of Cologne.41  

                                                           
39 Kindertransporte nach England vor 80 Jahren: Die Listen des Überlebens - Panorama - Gesellschaft - 
Tagesspiegel (accessed 11.02.2021, translations BS). 
40 Further information comes from: https://www.accidentaltalmudist.org/heroes/2020/07/01/the-brave-
headmaster, (accessed 11.02.2021).  
41 A documentary film was made in 2006 about these children. It is called ‘Die vergessenen Kinder von 
Köln (‘The forgotten children of Cologne‘). The director is Jürgen Naumann. 
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9.  Women whose protest saved their husbands’ lives - 
Rose Street  

The continuous public protest of these women over several freezing winter days 

and nights at the end of February and the beginning of March 1943 was a unique 

event in the twelve years of Nazi rule in Germany. From early 1933 any such 

gathering without specific written Nazi Party authorisation was illegal and, for 

the participants, it risked immediate imprisonment or much worse. On the 55th 

Anniversary of this protest one of the participants, Ruth Pisarek, who was there 

as a 10-year-old with her mother and her brother, gave a speech from her 

personal and family experience of that time.42 

(Left) The photo taken later by 

Ruth’s father Abraham 
Pisarek, shows a large 

advertising column (a 

Litfaßsäule) with a building, a 

former Jewish elderly 
persons’ Home, to the left. 

Her father was taken from his 

forced labour at the factory on 

Saturday the 27th of February 

1943 and was imprisoned 

there with 2,000 other 
Jewish men, all of whom 
were also married to Aryan 
women. (This had given them 

all a limited protection from all 

of the regular deportations.)                    

                                                           
42This story is based on her account in Spiegel: https://www.spiegel.de/geschichte/rosenstrasse-proteste-
a-949139.html (Translations BS)          
The Litfaßsäule still stands there today and has a permanent display on it with all the details about the protest 
and the history of the former Jewish Elderly Persons’ Home which is behind it. 
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Ruth’s mother Berta searched desperately before she found out much later that 

day where her husband had been incarcerated - in the centre of Berlin, in 

Rosenstraße Number 2. Straight away she rushed there on foot with both of her 

children - Ruth, and her older brother Georg (aged 13). They tried to enter the 

building, but without success. Berta did, however, manage to have her parcel 

with food and a note she had written accepted at the door. 

The Litfaßsäule became Ruth’s place, behind which she could peek out 

towards the windows high up on the building and even, on the first evening, 

wave to her father, who held up a note to say he had received their parcel. Each 

day she stood there for hours in the crowd, which always numbered several 

hundred (in shifts), to catch a glimpse of her Dad. The police tried repeatedly to 

remove the women on – once setting up a machine gun post across the street 

from them, but all of the women refused to budge, remaining both all day and 

right through each night in the bitterly cold temperatures. 

During the night of March 1-2 there was a massive US bombing raid on 
central Berlin. As soon as the all-clear siren sounded, the family, with many 

other relatives of the men, all hurried to see whether the building was still intact 

and if the men had survived. Ruth reports that the women were all talking about 

Sodom and Gomorra and about the massive burning and death being God’s 

judgement on the Nazis. The building was virtually undamaged, but the men 

were, of course, extremely frightened, because they were not permitted to go to 

a bunker for shelter. They were, at all times, squashed into a host of tiny rooms 

with hardly any food and no normal sanitary facilities. 

Abraham arrived unexpectedly home early one morning after the week’s 

imprisonment there. He had a written order to report to the police that day again 

at 2 p.m. It turned out he had to join one of several teams composed of Jewish 

men who were all commandeered to remove the many unexploded bombs from 

buildings and streets around the city of Berlin. Later he had to return to his 

forced labour and to the long, hard hours in the factory, but, unlike most other 
Jews, he was never deported to the death camps.  
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Ruth remembers her mother being frequently publicly defamed as a Jewish 
whore and a traitor to the people, because she was married to a Jewish man. 

Berta, like all women in her situation, regularly came under pressure to divorce 

her husband, so that she and the children could lead a ‘normal life’ without 

constant persecution and harassment. Like almost all women in her situation, 

she refused. The pressure, though, was sometimes unbearable. Ruth also 

recollects that one evening, after a terrible bombing raid, that her mother simply 

broke into a terrible, piercing scream which seemed to her as a child at the time 

never to come to an end. 

Ruth commented during her commemorative speech on that day, that this 

marathon demonstration had saved several thousand men and their children 

from being deported and probably cruelly murdered. She concluded her speech 

by saying, “They left us something precious behind to treasure: namely the 
proof that courage and faithfulness can be lived out, courage and 
faithfulness not just to one’s own family, but also to the moral values of 
honesty, dignity and the innate value of every single human life.” 

In fact twenty-five of the men were deported to Auschwitz on March 5, but all 

except one, who had died there, were brought back to Berlin several weeks 

later! Most of the other 6,000 or so Jews - by this time, in internment camps in 

Berlin - were, however, soon deported by train to Auschwitz, where nearly all of 

them were murdered. But almost all those who were released from Rose 
Street after the protest action survived. Josef Goebbel’s personal diary entry 

at the time confirms that it was indeed this very large, public protest that led to 

his decision to set them free.  

Margarethe von Trotta has produced a powerful and popular movie called 
‘Rosenstraße’ about the week of women’s protests. In my opinion it is indeed 

worth watching, even if, according to a number of historians, it sometimes avails 

itself of a ‘cinematic licence’ which is well beyond the clearly established and 

irrefutable facts as summarised above. 
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10. André Trocmé’s village saved 5,000 Jews-mainly 
children 

Although I have been reading about this period in European history for nearly 

sixty years, I have only recently discovered the fascinating facts about the 

villagers of Le Chambon-sur-Lignon, situated in a remote area, deep in the 

mountains of the South of France. Like almost every reader, I have been more 

than usually moved to tears while reading the remarkable account contained in 

Philip Hallie’s book, ‘Lest Innocent Blood Be Shed ’.43  

Professor Hallie gave an address in the 1970s in the US to raise funds for a 

Jewish charity. He shared about the murder of over 1,000,000 Jewish children 

and how Le Chambon-sur-Lignon in the years of the Second World War was 

‘the safest place on the continent of Europe for Jewish children.’ After the 

lecture came the question time and a woman stood up, clearly deeply moved. 

She was silent, before saying the following: “You have just been speaking about 

the village that saved the lives of all three of my children.” After another short 

silence, she went on to say, “The Holocaust was storm, lightning, thunder, wind 

and rain. And Le Chambon was the rainbow.” 

The singular leader of this village in German-occupied Vichy France was André 
Pascal Trocmé, Pastor of its Reformed Protestant Church. He was born in 1901 

of a German mother and came from a long line of Huguenot Protestants on his 

father’s side. The poor village of Le Chambon on the Lignon river had a proud 

history of surviving over three centuries of suffering at the hands of Catholic 

kings and nobles who hanged and burned the local Protestants, especially their 

pastors and leaders. A similar time of testing and suffering came in 1940 in 
Vichy France, which had instituted a law defining a Jew in a way which covered 

(and also condemned) more people than even the German Nazi laws did! 

                                                           
43 Philip Hallie: ‘Lest Innocent Blood Be Shed - the story of the village of Le Chambon and how 
goodness happened there’, Harper & Row, 1979 / 1st HarperPerennial ed. 1994. 
Most of the material here comes from his book. Hallie had unprecedented access to the unpublished 
autobiography of Andre Trocmé and interviewed his wife and other family members, as well as some 
of both the German and French enemies of that time.  
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André Trocmé had grown up in Saint-Quentin during the German 
Occupation of World War One. The worst battle of that War on the Somme 

took place nearby – with over one million casualties. Young André witnessed 

his mother’s countrymen kicking and then shooting Russian prisoners on the 

street by his home. Many of them were also starved and/or worked to death 

building huge subterranean fortifications. Philip Hallie reveals for his readers two 

more deeply formative experiences in André’s childhood.  

The first seemingly insignificant one changed the whole way in which he viewed 

other people. One day, when he was twelve, the high gate to their walled-in 

property (they were very rich and he had private tutors) was left open by the 

gardener and a poor man, whom André many years later was able to describe 

in amazing detail, went by shaking his head and mumbling “tas de cons!” 

(‘bastards!’). For André it brought the realisation that there was another world 

out there – one of the poor, the excluded and those hidden from view, who were 

actually watching him and also judging him. This strongly influenced his later 

decision to both live and work amongst the poor. 

The second, deeply traumatic experience, happened when he was just ten. His 

father (like André) became angry easily and one day was enraged when a small, 

cheap car’s slow progress hindered his own attempts to pass it in his sleek, 

open limousine with the family on board. The father accelerated - despite the 

desperate pleas of his wife beside him - passing the little car at break-neck 

speed while making a huge swerve. Out of control, the car landed in a field, but 

without André’s Maman - she lay bleeding profusely, dying on the road. His 

father screamed “I killed her! I killed her!” But André hugged him. Philip Hallie 

comments that it was his beloved mother’s death that showed André ‘the 

preciousness of a victim’s life’ while it was his father’s deed that showed him 

‘the preciousness of the slayer’s life. …From the loss of his mother on, death 

had been a part of his life, and he had hated it without hating the killer.’ 44 

                                                           
44 ibid. pp.53 & 107.    
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Although the family was religiously observant, it was not until André was an older 

teenager that he experienced the warmth and solidarity of a community of faith 

that also looked outward and was intensely dedicated to the service of others. 

He joined a Protestant Youth Group, simply called The Union of St. Quentin, 

who conducted their own services and shared both the joys and the sorrows of 

their life together. Although the German Occupying Army forbade the giving of 

any kind of aid to the starving Russian prisoners, their members regularly 

distributed food to them through the one compassionate sentry. Some of them 

were caught and imprisoned for doing so, but this did not stop the others.  

In the final stages of the War André was befriended by a young German soldier 

who was compulsorily boarding in their own huge house. He had, with a small 

group of soldiers, become a deeply convinced pacifist Christian, refusing, as 

a telegrapher, to go into battle with a weapon of any kind.   

Soon the soldier, Private Kindler, at André’s invitation, joined their Youth Group 

and came to a service.  Afterwards he gave André his personal papers, saying 

that he had been ordered back to the front, and adding that if he were taken 

prisoner, André would hear from him, and if not, he was to send the papers to 

his wife, as he would have died in battle. No letter ever arrived. 

After the war they moved to Paris, where André passed his baccalauréat 

(University Entrance) before studying theology at the University of Paris.  

He then went on to study further on a scholarship at Union Theological 
Seminary in New York. However the intellectualism and prevailing liberal 

philosophy there was, for him, too impersonal. He also still struggled somewhat 

with the English language. André left in 1925, becoming a French tutor to the 

sons of John D. Rockefeller, Winthrop and David. During this time he also met 

Magda Grilli from Italy and was taken, above all, by her spontaneous way of 

simply caring for those who were around her, both emotionally and by her 

frequent, selfless actions of kindness. They soon left, deeply in love, together 

for France, where they got married very soon after their arrival. 
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Back in France, André became pastor in 

the poor parish of Maubeuge in the North. 

After one year he was transferred, in 

1928, to Sin-le-Noble on the Belgian 

border, where they stayed for six years, 

before he was sent to Le Chambon. Here 

many people experienced the ‘Sin-le-
Noble Awakening’. For 3 months there 

was a remarkable time as people  

experienced the Holy Spirit and deep 

divisions between them ceased.                   

André and Magda Trocmè, with all of their 
children: Daniel, Jacques, Jean-Pierre and 
Nelly   

Pastor Trocmé wrote at length about 

his own experience of this life-changing time much later in his autobiography. 

He refers to it as ‘a spiritual springtime.  All those things that had formerly been 

vague, colourless, seen from the outside … became suddenly for me, living, 

interesting, inspiring. Each person had become inestimably precious in my 
eyes.’  

Hallie comments that the Sin-Le-Noble Awakening was a remarkable 

phenomenon that was ‘not only ecstatic, it involved action. …It raised people 

above their ordinary levels of energy, so that, celebrating, they rushed out to 

meet and to change the world around them.’ Trocmé wrote that the people were 

imbued with ‘une morale de combat’ – a passion to go out and ‘overcome 
evil with good’. Hallie sums up the effect of Pastor Trocmé’s influence in Le 

Chambon: ‘the people had learned not only the distinctions between good and 

evil, between helping and hurting, but also between giving yourself and giving 

things - where the receiver is passive and the giver is a benefactor.’ 45  

  

                                                           
45 Philip Hallie: ibid pp.68,69 & 72.   
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The 15thC. Presbytery has a stone doorway (below) with the words engraved:  

‘Love each other and love others.’  (‘Aimez-vous les uns, les autres.’) 

 By 1938 André had found Édouard Theis to help him lead the school as well 

as the church. Both their wives also taught there (unpaid!) The school grew 

rapidly as large numbers of refugees arrived - mostly Jewish children from 

Central and Eastern Europe. In June 1940 France fell to the Nazis and was 

divided into the North and Coastal region occupied by the Germans, while the 

South, bordered by Germany, Spain and Italy, was led by Marshall Pétain, 84-

year-old hero of Verdun, who acted like a dictator, dismissing the old democratic 

government representatives and ruling only in the interests of the Nazis. Hence 

his immediate placing of all Jews outside of any protection from the law.  

André Trocmé’s leadership was a pacifist one, of someone who had chosen 

to  resist evil by showing Jesus’ love and by standing firmly against injustice. He 

lived his life authentically with and for others, so that virtually all of those in that 

area who were not in his church accepted him as their leader. Life, for all, 

however, became very much more difficult in late 1942, when Pétain agreed for 

German troops to occupy the whole Southern (Vichy) Zone.   
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A major confrontation loomed that year when the Minister for Youth came on 
an official visit, as the equivalent of the Hitler Youth had been compulsory for 

two years, but there had still been no such group formed in the village of Le 

Chambon. The Minister, Monsieur Lamirand, had fully expected to give a major 

speech himself and to dominate the proceedings, but André Trocmé had made 

arrangements for a very long sermon to be given (wisely) not by himself, but by 

a visiting Reformed pastor from neutral Switzerland! It was about obedience to 

the State - but only as long as the State does not force its people to violate God’s 

Word, which states that we should ‘love the Lord our God with all our heart, all 

our mind and all our strength and that we should love our neighbours as 
ourselves’.  

After the sermon, some of the senior school students came forward and formally 

handed Lamirand a letter they had carefully written in protest at the recent, cruel 

round-up of over 28,000 Jews in Paris, including 4,051 children, (all of whom 

were subsequently deported to the extermination camps). The letter finished 

with these words: ‘We feel obliged to tell you that there are, among us, a certain 

number of Jews. But we make no distinction between Jews and non-Jews. 
That is contrary to the Gospel teaching. If our schoolmates, whose only fault is 

to be born into another religion, receive the order to be deported, or to report to 

the authorities, they will disobey the orders received, and we will also hide them 

as well as we are able.’ 46 

Lamirand was literally driven away in a huff and sent in the highest local 

authority, the Départemente Prefect himself, who arrived later the same day and 

straight away sought out Pastor André Trocmé. He informed him officially that 

‘Jews are not your brothers and sisters. They do not belong to your church, nor 

to your country.’ He also notified him that the police would soon arrive to 

examine all of the Jews in the town. Trocmé’s reply to him was an historic one: 

‘We do not know what a Jew is. We only know people.’ 46      A few days 

later the Chief of Police came with troops and demanded that Trocmé provide 

him with a list of all the Jewish people in the area, together with their addresses.  
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Pastor Trocmé’s reply to him went as follows: ‘These people have come here in 

order to seek both aid and protection from all the Protestants of the region. 

I am their pastor, their shepherd. It is not the role of a shepherd to betray 
the sheep confided to his keeping.’ A warning had gone out to all Jews and 

they were hiding in the forests. The three buses remained empty through a day 

and a night; even a second full day of thorough searches was in vain.   

The police remained for a further three weeks, but still failed to find Jews!   

They often returned, but an anonymous caller always notified André first!46 

One cold night in February 1943 the village was surrounded by armed police 

and the Départemente Police Chief, Major Silvani, knocked on the Presbytery 

door. Having warned the two Jews who were living with them to hide, Magda 

opened the door and promptly invited him to have a late dinner with them. After 

the meal many visitors from the village came to farewell their beloved Pastor, 

knowing that he was heading for prison and perhaps death.     All embraced 

him warmly, bringing presents of food and rolls of toilet paper (with Bible verses 

on them)! After the War, Monsieur Silvani described the people he met then as 

“full of love.” Hundreds of villagers accompanied their Pastor and family all 

singing ‘A mighty fortress is our God’ as he was taken through the streets to a 

police car parked at a distance. Directors of  the Church School and the State 

school were also arrested. Both were intimately involved in the rescue of Jewish 

refugees and in the provision of fake ID’s.  

Trocmé and Theis were then taken to Saint-Paul d’Eyjaux, where their 

possessions were confiscated and their noses measured to ascertain whether 

or not they were Jews! Although there were no other Protestants in the prison 

camp, Trocmé began to hold regular weekly services with a sermon and hymns, 

followed by open discussion. Soon the whole barrack was full, and within six 

weeks he had become the acknowledged leader of the whole camp! Suddenly 

he was informed that they were being released – on condition they both signed 

a promise to obey Marshall Pétain and all of the Vichy laws.  

                                                           
46 ibid pp.102,103 & 108. In fact one ‘Jew’ was located and taken away, but did not meet the criteria for 
‘Jewishness’ and was returned! 
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Trocmé refused to do so saying the following: “Marshall Pétain delivers Jews 
to the Germans and so to their death. …We shall continue, when we get 
home, to oppose such action and disobey such immoral orders.”  

The camp commandant declared that without signing it, he could not be 

released and he would inform Pétain. But Pétain’s deputy next day ordered them 

to be freed - without having to sign! Days later, all the prisoners there  

(well over five hundred) were all deported to Poland and died - as slave 

labourers, or in the gas chambers of one of the Nazi extermination camps. 

Trocmé needed to raise huge funds for families to provide for so many refugees. 

Knowing that the Quakers fed about 1.5 million children during the time of 

starvation for many German families after WWI, he sought their help. Like 

André, they believe that a ‘spark of God’ resides in everyone, rendering us all of 

infinite worth and value, with an innate right to be treated with truth, love and, if 

need be, help (Some of my forebears in New Zealand were Quakers. In WWI 

they were imprisoned for their pacifism and mistreated –including being tied to 

posts in no-man’s land in France, for refusing to fight against the Germans). 

André travelled to Marseilles to meet Burns Chalmers, the Head of the US 

Friends’ Service Committee. Following this first meeting they met monthly in 

Nimes to discuss how to meet the needs of refugees, especially the children, 

even far beyond Le Chambon and also how to ‘overcome evil with good’ 
according to the Biblical injunction to its believers.  

Sadly, Pastor Trocmé was ordered to stop helping refugees by the Head of 

the Reformed Church. André resigned. His elders refused it, but the Church 

hierarchy accepted it. In interviews with Magda after the War, she said that she 

did not consider herself to be a good Christian at all, but she also admitted that 

she ‘never closed her door, and never refused to help anyone who came to me 

asking for something.’ Hallie reflects that Magda’s bold practice of hospitality 

along with that of the other villagers had created a ‘place of refuge’ (as in 

Deuteronomy 18:1-2, which details taking responsibility for all the refugees who 

arrive there, ‘lest innocent blood be shed in your land’.)  
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In 1955 Pastor Trocmé summarised his faith: ‘Basic truth has been taught to 

us by Jesus Christ: every person is so important in God’s eyes, so central to the 

whole of His creation, that the unique, perfect being, Jesus, sacrificed his earthly 

life for that one person in the street, and sacrificed his perfection,  

by taking blame for his sin, in order to save just that single person.’ 47 

Hallie summarised his Christology: ‘Jesus was the embodied forgiveness of 

sins, and staying close to Jesus meant always being ready to forgive your 

enemies, instead of torturing and killing them. Trocmé could not bear to 
separate himself from Jesus by ignoring the precious quality of all human life 

that God had demonstrated in the birth, life and crucifixion of His Son.’ 48 

André chose his young cousin Daniel to oversee the children’s welfare. Daniel 

was later killed for his faithfulness to this task. (André was also on such an SS 

assassination list in 1944 and went into hiding.) Money from the Quakers never 

ceased coming, even though some of the couriers were arrested and shot. At 

any time there were 500+ refugees in the village, with people constantly being 

led across the borders to Spain and Switzerland.  The heart of the programme 

was the fortnightly meeting André held with thirteen others to share about a Bible 

passage on which they had been meditating for the past two weeks. In turn, 

those thirteen people each led another meeting in the same way. These 

meetings were described by Trocmé as ‘fervent, practical and concrete’ as they 

‘received from God the solutions to complex problems we had to solve in order 

both to shelter and to save the Jews.’ 

Daniel, André and Magda were named ‘Righteous amongst the Nations’. In 

1949 André reflected on the failure of Christians to stand up against Nazis: “The 
first duty of a follower of Jesus is to stand up against the dictates of an 
inhumane government. The second is not to participate in any act of 
injustice, nor to exploit the weak, nor to despise fellow human beings.” 48   

André died in 1971 and Magda in 1996. 

                                                           
47 Philip Hallie: ibid p.160, p.34.  
48 Hanna Schott: ‚Von Liebe und Widerstand: Magda und André Trocmé‘, Neufeld Verlag, Cuxhaven, 
2011, p. 223. 
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11. Nieuwlande - Dutch village where 100+ Jews were 
saved 49 

It is to the credit of the Dutch that the number of their ‘Righteous amongst the 
Nations’ (5,851) for saving Jewish citizens is second only to that of Poland 

(7,112). However the statistic seeming to contradict that is the fact that no other 

Nazi-occupied country had a higher proportion of Jewish deaths. More than 75% 

of Dutch Jews lost their lives, compared with just 26% in France, 20% in Italy 

and none in Bulgaria (see Chapter 17). Only recently have there been any 

official admissions of responsibility for this tragedy.50 

In the village of Nieuwlande during the German occupation 700 people lived on 

approximately 150 farm properties. There was no village centre as there is now 

- a factor which facilitated the keeping of so many Jewish people safely hidden. 

Even neighbours did not necessarily know (or want to know!) what was 

happening on the next farm. A classmate of Anne Frank, Sally Kimel, did not 

even realise that his uncle and aunt and two cousins were in hiding one 

kilometre away! Protecting so many Jews involved virtually everyone there and 

for this reason Yad Vashem recognised their common valour, when they named 

Nieuwlande, along with Le Chambon, as one of only two villages that were 

                                                           
49 Much of the source material for this Story comes from Canaan Liphshiz | The Times of Israel (Article 
of 16.02.2021). 
50 In 2017, the Netherlands Red Cross apologised for “making things too easy” for the Nazis and 
failing to speak up for Jews due to “lack of courage,” in the words of the Dutch branch’s chairperson, 
Inge Brakman.  
In a statement to the national Jewish community in 2020, René de Reuver, speaking on behalf of the 
General Synod of the Protestant Church in The Netherlands, acknowledged that it had taken far too 
long for the church to recognize its role, adding: “We hope it is not too late. The church recognizes its 
faults and feels a present responsibility. Anti-Semitism is a sin against God and against people. The 
Protestant Church is also part of this sinful history. For centuries, a rift was maintained that 
could later isolate the Jews in society in such a way that they could be taken away and 
murdered.”  
In 2020 Dutch Prime Minister, Mark Rutte, apologised for the first time on behalf of the Parliament for 
how the Dutch Government in Exile and Dutch authorities who all served the Germans had “failed 
in their responsibilities as a provider of justice and security for Dutch Jews.” 
Also in 2020, King Willem-Alexander acknowledged, for the first time, how many Dutch Jews felt 
forsaken by his great-grandmother, Wilhelmina, who escaped to the United Kingdom as soon as the 
Germans first began their invasion of her country.                                             
(Source: The Times of Israel) 
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‘Righteous amongst the Nations’. Dutch resistance fighters and some 

German soldiers who deserted were also provided with a safe haven there. 

Johannes Post (left) was the initiator of these 

bold rescue operations. He was a farmer in 

Nieuwlande, who was probably the best-known 

resistance fighter in Holland. As the measures 

against all of the Jews became increasingly 

draconian, Johannes Post concluded that he 

simply had to take action to help save them.      

In the summer of 1942 he journeyed to 

Amsterdam and there he managed to convince a 

considerable number of Jewish people that they should come back with him to 

a safe hiding place on some of the farms in his village. His circle of family and 

friends soon became far too small for the large numbers of people who wanted 

to go into hiding. So the network of hiding places in and around the village just 

kept on growing and, with time, new hiding places were also found well beyond 

the village because the need was so great. However Johannes always took time 

with the potential helpers, because he wanted to get to know them in order to 

be as sure as he could be that he could trust them.  
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Before Johannes Post had to go into hiding himself in the autumn of 1943, he 

recruited Arnold Douwes (below right with two young Jewish men in hiding) to 

take over this part of his work. Both men 

and their families were deeply devout 

(Reformed) Christians. Douwes himself 

was also the son of a pastor. He 

systematically traversed enormous 

swathes of the countryside, asking at 

every house whether they would take in 

a Jewish child. Sixteen-year-old Haim 

Roe was one of those saved by Douwes. 

She was brought by him by train from 

Amsterdam to Zwolle in eastern Holland 

and then on by bicycle to Dedenswaart.  

When the German police staged raids in the area, Douwes would spend the night 

on his bicycle, transferring children from one location to another right under their 

noses. "I well remember sitting on the back of Arnold's bike, riding the narrow 

lanes beside the canals that criss-crossed the area," Miriam Whartman related. 

Douwes also kept a secret coded diary of the people rescued, their sheltering 

places and other vital information. The Gestapo was soon on the lookout for him, 

but to avoid arrest he often changed his appearance, sporting a moustache and 

wearing a hat and glasses to hide his face as much as possible. Arnold also had 

several aliases, each one with the corresponding, convincing false papers.  
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Despite all his meticulous precautions, Douwes was arrested in December of 

1944. While awaiting execution, after torture in an Assen prison, on December 

11, 1944, a number of armed Dutch Underground fighters rescued him in a daring 

operation. He then went into hiding again until the country's liberation on May 5, 

1945. After the war he married Jet Reichenberger, a woman whom he had saved, 

and they eventually settled in Israel with their three daughters. Toward the end of 

his life, he returned to The Netherlands. It is estimated that Douwes was 
responsible for saving at least 500 Jews, including around 100 children. In 

1965 Yad Vashem awarded him the title of ‘Righteous Amongst the Nations’. 
He died in 1999, aged 93.51 Johannes Post was caught and executed with 

several other resistance heroes, on July 16, 1944.  

An underground newspaper produced each week by two Jewish teenagers. (See next page) 

                                                           
51 Douwes, Arnold° | Encyclopedia.com (accessed 10.03.2021). 
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Two Jewish teenagers were also provided with a safe hiding place in the village, 

but it was in terribly cramped conditions underneath the floorboards of the 

Reformed Church. However they managed to keep themselves very busy there, 

skilfully falsifying a great variety of identity documents and other official papers. 

Each week they also produced a resistance newspaper called de Duikelaar 
(‘The person in hiding’). In the Museum in the village centre of Nieuwlande it is 

possible today to find and read one of the two remaining surviving copies. 

Many such dugouts in the woods were created, in which the Jewish refugees 

could hide during a Dutch police or a Nazi Gestapo raid. In the recent photo 

(above) a young child is playing in the vicinity of a dugout reconstructed by the 

local museum. Opa is sitting nearby.  

During one such raid, in February 1945, the SS troops noticed a foreign-looking 

man on a farm in the village. They confronted the farmer, Jan van der Helm, and 

shot him from behind as he tried to escape. Five Jews were in hiding there, and 

the soldiers picked out one of them, Szaya Reiner, to beat to death right there 

in front of his family. Both his wife and children were immediately  deported to a 

concentration camp, but  all somehow survived. 
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Another leader of the amazing 

rescue operations in this village 

was a Jewish man in his early 

twenties, named Max Léons, who 

by his own account, looked ‘very 

Jewish.’ He had first found refuge 

for himself in Nieuwlande, but 

subsequently took a very active 

leadership role there in the wider 

operations of the Dutch Resistance 

including going on a number of 

undercover missions that were far 

more dangerous for him than 

someone with more typically Aryan 

looks. Max used a suitable alias 

and a number of false documents, 

including the one in the photo on 

the right, to evade police attention.  

After the Liberation of The Netherlands he was reunited with both of his parents 

and also his brother and sister, who had been in hiding elsewhere. The whole 

family had somehow managed to survive the five terrible years of the Nazi 

occupation.  

On May 4, 2011, Max Léons, together with Queen Beatrix, laid a wreath at 

the National Monument on the Dam Square on the annual anniversary of the 

National Remembrance of the War-time dead.  

He died in 2019 at 97, just three weeks after his wife, Alida Léons-Zurel,  

in his own home city of Amsterdam.52  

 

                                                           
52 https://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Max_L%C3%A9ons (accessed 10.03.2021). 
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12. Archbishop Saliège & Sister Denise hid 83 Jewish 
children 

After the mass deportation of Jews from 

Paris (see p.62) the Catholic Archbishops 

met together in July of 1942. The small 

minority, including the Archbishop from 

Toulouse, Jules-Gérard Saliège, who 

wanted to make an official protest, was 

outvoted. Soon afterwards he learnt about 

the shocking conditions of Jews in French 

concentration camps. The Yad Vashem 

historian, Roni Stauber, describes the 

impact this had on Archbishop Saliège: 

‘In his bed, the Archbishop is not asleep. …He has not slept. …He had refused 

to dine. How could he have? ...He had prayed. He started writing:’ 53 ‘My very 

dear brothers and sisters. There is a Christian morality, there is a human 

morality which lays down duties and recognizes rights. These rights and duties 

stem from the nature of man; they come from God. One may violate them but 

no mortal has the power to do away with them. That children, women, men, 

fathers and mothers are treated like a herd of animals, that members of a single 

family are separated from each other and carted away to an unknown 

destination; it is our age which was destined to see this dreadful sight…. In our 

diocese, shocking scenes have occurred in the camps of Noé and Récébédou. 

The Jews are men, the Jewesses are women.        The foreigners are men 

and women. One cannot do anything one wishes to these men, to these women, 

to these fathers and mothers. They are part of the human race; they are our 
brothers and sisters like so many others.     A Christian cannot forget this. 

France, beloved Fatherland, France bears in all the consciences of all her 

children the tradition of respect for the human dignity of all.’ 

                                                           
53 Roni Stauber, Yad Vashem, 2009, 60 pp. BR3.pdf (jcpa.org accessed 19.03.2021).  
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Earlier, in November 1941, Saliège had sent a protest letter to the Vichy 

Government, protesting against their Jewish policy, as the rest of the French 

Catholic hierarchy maintained silence or even supported it. Saliège also 

obtained information about the first deportations, in August 1942, from the 

detention camps to the Drancy transit camp. Out of 100 French bishops, only 5 

other spoke out with him against the Nazi regime´s persecution of the Jewish 

people. Cardinal Suhard even went as far as punishing two priests who had 

falsified baptismal certificates to save the lives of Jewish children.54  

However the pastoral letter (on the previous page) was to become the turning 

point in awakening the consciences of a significant proportion of the French 

population after various resistance groups, including the communists, made 

hundreds of thousands of copies of the letter and distributed them throughout 

the country. Saliège further instructed all the clergy and the nuns in his 
archdiocese to hide the Jews, particularly the children. His adjutant, Bishop 

de Courrèges was appointed to co-ordinate numerous activities to save Jews 

by Church institutions in the archdiocese of Toulouse.  

The Archbishop courageously withstood all the pressure from Vichy officials to 

remain silent, including attempts to impugn his prestige and spiritual authority 

by publishing false and incendiary statements. For some time they had hesitated 

to publicly punish such a well-known and respected Catholic leader, who 

remained amazingly energetic despite his very poor health. 

However in June 1944 the German Security Police came to arrest the 

Archbishop and deport him. But in view of his physical condition and the fact 

that he could no longer walk unaided, they departed, promising to return soon. 

Fortunately that part of France was liberated just a few days later.  

On July 8, 1969, Yad Vashem recognized Archbishop Saliège as one of the 

‘Righteous Amongst the Nations’. 

                                                           
54 Saul Friedländer, ‚Das dritte Reich und die Juden‘, C.H. Beck, München, 2007, p.802ff., as well as 
the related Endnotes. 
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Saliège's message resonated deeply 
with Sister Denise Bergon55 who was the 

young Mother Superior of the Convent of 

Notre Dame de Massip in Capdenac, one 

hundred and fifty kilometres from Toulouse. 

‘This call deeply moved us, and such 

emotion grabbed our hearts. A favourable 

response to this letter was a testament to 

the strength of our religion, above all parties, all races,’  she wrote after the War 

in 1946. ‘It was also an act of patriotism, because by defending the oppressed 

we were actually also defying the persecutors.’                                         

The convent had a Boarding School and Sister Denise realised she would be 

able to hide Jewish children among her Catholic pupils. But she was worried 

about the risk to her fellow nuns, and also about having to tell lies about the 

children being Jewish. The local bishop was a known supporter of Pétain, 
so she wrote to Archbishop Saliège, recording his response in her journal: 

"Let's lie, let's lie, my daughter, as long as we are saving human lives." 

During 1942 Sister Denise was collecting Jewish children who had been hiding 

in the forests of the surrounding area. By the following year there were eighty-
three Jewish children taking refuge in her convent. Among them was Annie 
Beck, whose aunt realised she would be safer with the sisters than she would 

be if she remained with her in Toulouse. Shortly afterwards her sister Hélène 

was also brought to the convent by the Resistance. There she finally felt safe. 

Hélène described in an interview how she was received by Sister Denise 

Bergon: 

"At the beginning, Madame Bergon took me into a room and she tried to make 

me feel as if my parents were here, and so she was like a mother to me really."  

                                                           
55 The remainder of this Story is based solely on the following source material: Niamh Hughes, BBC 
News, published 6 September 2020. 
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At the same time, Hélène continued to worry 

constantly about her younger sister Ida. 

"Every evening, we had to complete our 

homework first. And then, once when we 

finished, we could go out and play.             

I always thought if my little sister had not let 

go of my hand, she would have still been safe 

here in the convent with me," she said. 

Another Jewish refugee who came from 

Alsace-Lorraine was a boy named Albert 
Seifer. He was a few years younger than 

Sister Denise Bergon with Annie      the two sisters. "Surrounded by big walls, it was 

as if we were like in a fortress," he said. "We were very happy. We did not really 

feel the War, despite the fact that we were surrounded by danger." 

Parents and guardians of the children sent them money, jewellery or other 

valuables in order to help pay for the children's upkeep. Sister Denise kept 

careful records. ‘From the beginning of 1944, the round-ups of Jews were 

becoming tighter and numerous,’ she recalled in 1946. ‘Requests come from all 

sides and we received around fifteen more little girls, some of whom had just 

escaped in a miraculous way from the pursuit of the Gestapo.’ She added: ‘They 

had simply become our children, and we had committed ourselves to endure 

everything so as to return them all safely to their families.’ 

Only the school's Director, Marguerite Rocques, its Chaplain and two other 

sisters knew the children were Jewish and the officials whom Sister Denise 

regularly pressed for more and more ration books were also unaware.  

The children's ignorance of Catholic rituals could also have been a constant 

danger, but Annie describes how they got around this particular problem.  "We 

had come from the east of France, a place with many industrial cities and so 

with a lot of workers who were communists," she said. “So we all posed as 
communist children who knew absolutely nothing of religion!” 
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‘Even though all the compromising papers and the jewellery from the children's 

families had already been hidden, we did not feel safe,’ she wrote in her 1946 

journal. ‘So, late at night, when everyone was asleep in the house, we dug a 

hole for the hidden things in the convent's garden and we buried as deep as 

possible anything that could be compromising.’ 

In May 1944 the SS Das Reich arrived. Annie 

remembers: "The doorbell rang. I opened it," 

she says. "A young man stood there. “Quick!” 

he said,“I must speak to your director! It’s very 

urgent!” He told us we had been denounced. 

News had spread that the convent was hiding 

some Jewish children. Sister Denise had 

planned with the Resistance that they would 

fire warning shots if the enemy approached.   Annie by the Chapel trap door   ‘The 

children went to sleep, then the older ones paired up with the younger ones, and 

at the first detonation heard in the night, they had to leave in silence but in haste 

to make it to the woods and just leave the house to the invaders,’ she wrote in 

1946. But this time she decided to hide the children without waiting for the 

invaders to arrive. Annie and others were taken to the Chapel. "The Chaplain 

was so strong,” she said. “He could lift the benches and open the trap door. We 

all slid down," she added. “It is 2.5M long and 1.5M high.”                                    

The seven children huddled together there for a total of five long days. 

They could not stand up or lie down to sleep during the interminable nights, 

and they were only allowed out for short periods in the early hours of the morning 

to exercise, eat, drink and go to the toilet. Air came through a small vent that 

opened on to the courtyard. "After five days there it was no longer possible to 

endure," Annie said. "Imagine if the nuns had been arrested," she added. Those 

days spent hidden underground have, however, affected Annie profoundly since 

that time - she has had to sleep with a night-light ever since those dark days. 

Hélène, however, was fortunate enough to have been housed instead with one 

of the local families. 
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After Liberation in August 1944 Albert Seifer was reunited with his family, 

including his father - from Auschwitz. Annie and Hélène’s aunt survived, but 

their parents and younger sister, Ida, were murdered there. Annie settled in 

Toulouse, and often took her daughters with her to the convent in order to keep 

this period of history alive for them – an enduring reminder of what the Jewish 

people had suffered. She still regularly meets Albert, now 90. Hélène married 

and had a son, settling in London. Aged over 90 (in 2020), the sisters still refer 

to Sr. Denise as "Notre Dame de la Guerre" (Our Lady of the War).                  

 Hélène (l.), Annie (r.) & Sister Denise by the memorial (1992). Albert Seifer is at the back.      

The words on the Memorial include: ‘This cedar tree was planted on 5 April 1992 

in memory of the saving of eighty-three Jewish children (from Dec.1942 to July 

1944) by Denise Bergon at the request of Monsignor Jules-Géraud Saliège, 

Archbishop of Toulouse.’ It stands near where Sister Denise buried the 

jewellery, money and valuable items which the parents had sent to them – all of 

which she returned in order to help families start again with their lives. 

Sister Denise stayed on at the convent until her death in 2006 at the age of 

ninety-four. After the War she first helped disadvantaged children, and later on 

immigrants who had come to France from various North African countries. In 

1980 she was honoured by the Holocaust Memorial Center, Yad Vashem, as 

one of the ‘Righteous Amongst the Nations’.   
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13.  Dr. Gertrud Schaeffler & her rescuer, Pf. Josef Hahner 

(l.) Dr. Gertrud Schaeffler, at home with her husband, Josef Schaeffler in 1941.                                   
(r.) Solln Parish Priest, Josef Hahner, with church bells confiscated for weapons in 1942. 

 

This story took place 300 metres from the house where my wife Angelika and I 

live in a wood on the boundary between the suburbs of Obersendling and Solln. 

There will be many other such stories, not widely known, which involve innocent 

Jews, a number of villains and a tiny circle of risk-takers and rescuers. Gertrud 
Witkowski was born to Jewish parents in 1895 and lost her father in World War 

One. (Of 100,000 Jews who fought for Germany,12,000 were killed). Her son, 

Professor Richard Schaeffler, who wrote up the family story for Dorle Gribl’s 

book,56 had a notable career as a philosopher. He died in 2019. 

Gertrud was, understandably, devastated by the death of her father and began, 

at 21, with intensive research into the resurrection of Jesus, before choosing to 

be baptised in the Solln Catholic Church of St. John the Baptist five years later. 

After completing her doctorate in Chemistry in Berlin, she took up work as a 

researcher in the Obersendling factory owned by Josef Schaeffler, whom she 

married a few years later in 1923. Once the Nazis came to power, she was no 

longer allowed to teach the apprentice chemists, as ‘Aryans cannot allow 

themselves to be taught by Jews.’ The anti-Jewish laws of September 1935 even 

went as far as forbidding Jews to keep pets (as they were ‘known for mistreating 

them.’) She had to produce a receipt for the sale of her budgie.  

                                                           
56 Dorle Gribl: ‚Solln in den Jahren 1933-1945‘, Volk Verlag, München, 2006 pp. 102-105, (all 
translations BS). 
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Gertrud was also not allowed to go to her family’s regular doctor, because Jewish 

patients were not to ‘defile an Aryan waiting room.’ However, her dentist, despite 

being a Nazi party member, came to her own home to treat her. One or two years 

into the War, her son Richard recalls his father being summoned by the Bavarian 

government officials, who demanded that he divorce his Jewish wife. When he 

refused, he lost his job. In 1942 Richard himself was banned from attending his 

high school (the Theresiengymnasium in Munich), but several distraught teachers 

broke the law by giving him private tuition. During the heavy bombing of Munich 

in 1943 their house was also set on fire. The local fire brigade had begun to douse 

the flames, but they all left as soon as they were told that a Jewish woman lived 

there, as it was forbidden to save such a ‘contaminated house’. Fortunately 

helpful neighbours formed several efficient bucket chains and managed together 

to save their home. 

Again, in 1944, Josef was informed that he had to divorce his Jewish wife 

immediately, or this time he would also forfeit ownership of his firm. He quickly 

sold it to a friend to save imprisonment. However in December of the same year 

he was arrested and interned in a prison camp for the ‘family of Jews’. Richard 

had already been interned in another similar prison camp in Munich. This meant 

that officially the family ‘no longer existed’, so that Gertrud was also no longer be 

exempt from the deportation lists for the trains, which continued to leave Munich 

most weeks for the various extermination camps in Poland.        

Josef Hahner had come to the Presbytery in 1932 and was to serve God there 

faithfully until 1964. Dorle Gribl notes that ‘he was determined, no matter what 

the cost, to remain faithful to his calling as priest in Solln and remained there, 

tirelessly opposing numerous Nazi policies and practices, despite ongoing and 

continuous official resistance to his stand throughout twelve years of Nazi 

rule.’57 During the Sunday mass, for instance, the large Hitler Youth contingent 

would regularly march, play drums and chant outside the church so  that his 

words could no longer be heard by the congregation inside. 

                                                           
57  Dorle Gribl: ibid. p.107. 
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Successive mayors of Solln, and a resident, 

Dr. Boepple58, who was the State Secretary 

for Bavaria, all repeatedly wrote threatening 

letters to him and even put posters up on the 

telegraph poles with false accusations, 

despicably denigrating his character. Like 

many Munich priests, he was subject to both 

regular house searches and interrogations.       

 Nameplate in front of Dr. Boepple’s house 

Josef Hahner tried to find a place for Dr. 

Gertrud Schaeffler in a Bavarian 

convent, but this was decided against as 

too dangerous for her, so the brave 

parish priest himself took the very 

considerable risk of having a hideout 
built in the spacious roof of his own 
Presbytery (left). Josef also thought out 

a clever plan to deceive the locals into 

believing that she had left the district. He 

told her act so as to ensure that others would observe her catching a bus to 

Munich City on an evening, just before the regular time when the air-raid siren 

sounded. Then she had to get off the bus after sirens gave the all-clear. 

That would mean that she would not be seen by the locals as she walked back to 

Solln to the Presbytery. Sure enough, the police searching for her later had the 

story confirmed by neighbours, although they also made a search of the 

Presbytery. Either the search was not thorough, or the searchers had acted to 

protect her! 

                                                           
58 Dr. Boepple was a founding (1919) Nazi Party member and later State Secretary to Hans Frank in the 
Generalgouvernement, and so one of worst ‘desktop’ mass murderers in history. His nameplate 
(above) stood, until 2020, before his Solln house in the former ‘Adolf-Hitler-Allee’! The US Army arrested 
him in July 1945, delivering him to the Polish government. They tried and hanged him in Cracow. 
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After some weeks, however, Gertrud began to suffer from extreme isolation and 

Josef Hahner then sought out three trustworthy women from the parish who 

managed, unobtrusively, to visit her on a regular basis. He also arranged with a 

group of local farmers from the church to obtain more food than he would 

normally need just for himself. For the entire four months until the US Army 

entered Munich on the last day of April 1945, Gertrud was safe there.               

Her husband survived his imprisonment, coming home in May and just a few 

weeks after him, their son Richard was also able to return to his family. 

 

Church of Saint John the Baptist in the Munich suburb of Solln 
for the Schaeffler family. The Parish Priest was Josef Hahner. 

Plaque of Remembrance on 
the wall of the Church 

(above). It reads: 
‘In gratitude, we, the 

members of the parish 
church, remember in our 

prayers, Josef Hahner, city 
priest of Saint John the 

Baptist in Solln from          
1932 to 1964. 

Born 28.12.1889.             
Died 19.11.1974. 

He was a true servant of 
our LORD  and a kind 

counsellor.’ 

Grave of the Schaeffler Family in 
the Old Cemetery in Solln.   

 Richard and his wife Maria      
were married for 63 years.           

The Bible verse at the bottom 
reads: ‘Whether I live or die,          

I am the Lord’s.’ 
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14. They stayed, never compromising - Werner & Charlotte 
Bergengruen 

Werner and Charlotte met when he was boarding 

with Charlotte’s older married sister. She was just 13 

and Werner (18), was still at high school in Marburg, 

near Frankfurt. Charlotte, his greatest fan, typed his 

poems and many of them were published in the local 

newspaper. Her father, Kurt Hensel, was a renowned 

mathematician and her mother came from the very 

famous (Jewish) Mendelssohn-Bartholdy family. 

Werner was born in 1892 in Riga59, Latvia. His entire 

later life was characterised by a nostalgia for the 

beauty of nature he had experienced there as a child. 

After Marburg, Werner went to University in Munich and then in Berlin, studying 

(Protestant) Theology, German and, finally, History of Art.60  

Werner volunteered for the German Army, fighting 

throughout all of World War One. Both of his 

brothers were killed in action. In 1919 he returned 

to Marburg to marry his childhood sweetheart 

Charlotte. The next years, in the depression, are 

ones of poverty for them as he seeks work in 

various cities. They have their first child Olaf, who 

dies at just six weeks. In 1924 Luise is born (above) 

and  Werner  enjoys popularity, publishing his first Werner, by  Emil Stumpp 

novels, as well as translating books by a number of well-known Russian writers 

such as Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky and Turgenev. Two more children, Maria and 

Alexander, are born in 1928 and 1930 and Charlotte’s parents help them out at 

this time in order to be able to purchase their first house in Berlin.  

                                                           
59 On Nov. 30 & Dec. 8, 1941 almost all (12,000) of the remaining Jews in Riga were murdered by the Nazis. 
See: Rumbula Massacre -Wikipedia (accessed 26.2.21). 
60 The major source for this Story is: Biographie | Werner-Bergengruen-Gesellschaft (werner-
bergengruen-gesellschaft.de) (accessed 25.02.2021). 



83 
 

Dorle Gribl notes61 that Werner was keen to return to Munich and they settle in 

Solln in 1936, - the year he converts from Protestant to Catholic Christianity. 

Their villa is near Professor Muth’s and they become friends in their united 

resistance to the Nazi rule. The daughters are now 12 and 8 and their son 6. 

Charlotte continues to type his writing while Werner becomes a renowned 

author, selling over a million copies of The great Tyrant (1935), which is 

translated into fifteen languages. At first the Nazis praise the book, but they then 

realise it shows the mistakes of the ‘tyrant’ who, at the end, repents.      By 1937 

Werner is banned as a writer, but, unlike many others, they decide, despite 

Charlotte being a ¾ Jew, not to emigrate, but to continue to write and to publish 

in secret. Many times Werner is officially advised to divorce his wife, but he 

always refuses and his whole family also never use the normal, raised arm 

Hitlergruß. When the Munich Nazi party investigate Charlotte’s ‘Jewishness’, 

somehow an official in Solln verifies that ‘she is of Catholic descent’ and that 

‘nothing is known definitely of her parents’ lineage!’ 61                               

Opposite the Bergengruens lived another writer, Erwin Kolbenheyer, who won 

the Goethe prize in 1937 and an Eagle Shield prize from Hitler himself on his 60th 

birthday in 1938. His poetry eulogises Hitler as Saviour of the Germans and gives 

thanks to God for his iron will, his racial purity and his sacrifice for his Volk! After 

the War he was adjudged to have been a Nazi ‘activist’ by fellow writers, but he 

never stated any regret for his views nor his writing. The Bergengruens went out of 

their way to avoid any contact with him for the six years they lived there. On 

September 19, 1942 their house was destroyed by British 

bombing, but somehow they all escaped into their garden, 

except Charlotte (left), who was knocked unconscious by a 

falling door and carried out to safety by her son. Neighbours 

helped by providing food and the family was also soon offered 

accommodation with others who lived in the vicinity. Werner 

continued to write and even to have some work published anonymously. 

                                                           
61 Dorle Gribl: ‚Solln in den Jahren 1933-1945‘, Volk Verlag, München, 2006 pp.37-43, 84-86. 
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Despite taking care not to be caught, both were risk-takers in consistently 
opposing the Nazis. Charlotte typed copies of all the White Rose flyers, as well 

as poetry from Werner, who often cycled at night into various other Munich 

suburbs, ‘posting’ them in numerous letterboxes. In addition they joined with 

other anti-Nazi writers, such as Werner’s life-long friend, Reinhold Schneider62,

in readings of their banned works in the Solln home of Professor Muth and in 

various clandestine meetings in other friends' homes in Munich. 

In October 1942 they find places for both boys in a Boarding School in the Black 

Forest and for their daughter with a publisher friend in Munich. Werner and 

Charlotte move to relative safety in a Tirolean hunting lodge. By 1944 the 

Boarding School has to close and both children join them again there. A brave 

Austrian publisher also prints further works by Werner under a pseudonym. The 

last months of the War prove very difficult. In March 1945 the police come to 

arrest Charlotte, but somehow Werner persuades them to desist and they drive 

away! He is conscripted into the Volkssturm, but is spared having to fight against 

the Russians by the end of the War. The poems later published in the Dies Irae 

collection are distributed widely in these months – illegally, of course. The writing 

expresses powerfully the suffering inflicted on innocent people all over Europe 

in those twelve long, dark years of the Nazi regime.

After the War Werner Bergengruen wrote a helpful Introduction to the poem
which is translated below: 63

‘This poem is based on the old Russian custom with which I am familiar, 

whereby God or Christ can appear to people in the form of a beggar, a refugee, 

a persecuted or a suffering person. They used to say in Russia that one should 

always set another place at the meal-table, because one never knows whether 
Christ will turn up in the form of a beggar, pilgrim, or prisoner etc.

62 Reinhold Schneider’s popular prose and poetry were clandestinely printed and widely distributed.    
He narrowly escaped trial and probable execution during 1944 and early 1945 for his anti-Nazi views.
63 http://document.kathtube.com/37318.pdf (accessed 26.02.2021, translations BS).
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In my poem He comes to us in various forms: as a Jew, as a mentally ill 
person, who is condemned to die by poison or by gas, who is sacrificed so the 
future human race can be free of genetic deformities, or as a Polish boy, who is 
killed so that in there won’t be a generation that grows up capable of leading the 
people and wreaking revenge on the Nazis. In the first three lines of the last 
verse He comes as one of the foreign civilians, who were forced to come to 
Germany to work.’ 

Bergengruen also states that he is not writing about the

Final Judgement of God, but rather that Christ could also 

appear in the guise of a Judge. This poem was read out 

to the world at the trial of Adolf Eichmann (right) in 

Jerusalem in May 1961. He was found guilty and hanged.

Do you recognise Me now? –Bergengruen’s poem, The last Epiphany 64

Ich hatte dies Land in mein Herz genommen. 
Ich habe ihm Boten um Boten gesandt. 
In vielen Gestalten bin ich gekommen. 
Ihr aber habt mich in keiner erkannt. 

Ich klopfte bei Nacht, ein bleicher Hebräer, 
ein Flüchtling, gejagt, mit zerrissenen Schuhn. 
Ihr riefet dem Schergen, ihr winktet dem Späher 
und meintet noch Gott einen Dienst zu tun. 

Ich kam als zitternde geistgeschwächte 

 had already taken this land into my heart. 
I sent prophet after prophet to these people. 
I came in various manifestations, 
but you never recognised Me in any of them. 

I knocked at your door at night, a pale Jew, 
a refugee, hounded, with worn-out shoes. 
You called out the henchmen, you waved to the sentry 
and thought you were doing God a good deed. 

I came as a trembling, enfeebled 
old woman with a muffled, petrified cry. Greisin mit stummem Angstgeschrei. 
But you just talked about your future Master race; Ihr aber spracht vom Zukunftsgeschlechte 
it was only my ashes that you released. und nur meine Asche gabt ihr frei.  

As an orphan boy on the bare Eastern plains, Verwaister Knabe auf östlichen Flächen, 
I fell at your feet and begged for bread. ich fiel euch zu Füßen und flehte um Brot. 
But you were thinking about a future revenge; Ihr aber scheutet ein künftiges Rächen, 
you simply shrugged your shoulders and shot me. ihr zucktet die Achseln und gabt mir den Tod. 

I came as a prisoner, as a slave-worker, Ich kam als Gefangner, als Tagelöhner, 
sold and transported, whipped bloody along the way. verschleppt und verkauft, von der Peitsche zerfetzt. 
You turned your eyes away from the forced labourer. Ihr wandtet den Blick von dem struppigen Fröner. 
Now I am coming as Judge. Do you recognise Me now? Nun komm ich als Richter. Erkennt ihr mich jetzt? 

Werner Bergengruen died in 1964 and Charlotte in 1990.

64 From ‘Dies Irae’, which was possibly the first (small) book published in Germany after WWII in 1945 (with 
permission of the U.S. Control Command), translation BS.
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15. Resisting the Nazis before 1933 - Bernhard Lichtenberg

Bernhard Lichtenberg was born in Olawa in Poland 

in 1875, but the event that most affected his life, 

and which also, in my view, was actually a crucial 
legal precursor to the Holocaust, happened one 

year later in Berlin. At this time, mainly because of 

the successful war against France in 1871, the 

German nation had been unified under 

Bismarck.65 There followed the calamitous 

‘Kulturkampf’ or ‘cultural battle’, launched by the 

leading Prussian Protestant politicians against the 

Catholic Church, its leaders, its members and also 

its property. 

In December 1876 the ‘pulpit laws’ (Kanzelparagraphen) were promulgated to 

eliminate the Catholic influence. The most sinister, later exploited by the Nazis, 

was that ‘any and every statement which could be construed as critical of 
the German State was forbidden and anyone who made such a statement 
could be arrested and imprisoned.’ This is what happened to Bernhard 

Lichtenberg on October 23, 1941, after two young students made a complaint 

to the Gestapo, namely that he had publicly prayed (as he had been doing daily 

in his church for 3 years!) for the Jews, for the soldiers on both sides, as well as 

for all those suffering in hundreds of concentration camps.66  

Bernhard’s family were all politically involved. His father and his uncle were 

members of the Parliament in the Centrist party throughout the Kulturkampf, 

when Protestants were even forbidden to go shopping in businesses owned by 

Catholics. Churches were plundered and crosses removed from schools. During 

                                                           
65 Kaiser Wilhelm II, who came to the throne in 1888, was both personally and publicly, deeply anti -
Semitic. He said in 1907:“There are too many Jews in my Land. They must be eradicated”. And 
in 1927 in exile he stated, “The Jews are a plague from which humanity must be freed. … I 
believe the best would be gas.” (Spiegel Geschichte, Nr.3/2021) 
66 Main source: Barbara & Ludger Stühlmeyer: ‚Bernhard Lichtenberg: Ich werde meinem Gewissen folgen‘, 
Verlag Butzon & Bercker, München, 2013. 
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his time as a university student Bernhard travelled widely, even to Israel, 

America and London and also spent time in Paris serving the poor. He was 

determined to seek out the complex causes of poverty and so studied 

Economics. Like his father, he became politically active. Not long after his 

ordination in June 1899 he joined a major demonstration against the 

(unsuccessful) attempt of Bismarck to create just one official, recognised 

national (Protestant) Church. (Hitler also later tried, and failed to achieve this!) 

Lichtenberg became a parish priest in Berlin during the industrialisation era, 

which brought millions of people to the capital for work. There was extreme 

poverty as well as a shortage of accommodation and food. In the workers’ 

suburbs infant mortality rate rose to 42%! Lichtenberg’s efforts in raising money 

and providing practical help were tireless. He became an enthusiastic religion 

teacher in many schools, where his widespread nickname was ‘the pope’! After 

the First World War, during which he was a Chaplain, he, like his father and 

father’s brother, became a member of the City Council (from 1919 to 1931) and 

he was also elected as a national member of Parliament in 1920, 1921 and 

1925. In Parliament the verbal battles between him and Josef Goebbels 

throughout the 1920s became legendary. Goebbels never forgot this, and when 

the Nazis came to power, he made sure that Lichtenberg was regularly 
harassed by the Gestapo with searches of his house at all hours as well as 

repeated, lengthy interrogations and even prolonged torture.  

Despite this Bernhard was known for his sense of humour and was also 

enormously popular as a preacher and public speaker. When the infamous 

General Ludendorf’s wife Mathilde advertised a public meeting in 1919 to 

encourage Catholics to leave their churches, he asked his congregation the day 

before, during his homily, to join him at the meeting the next evening. They duly 

turned up in their hundreds together with him. Lichtenberg spoke trenchantly 

against her proposal for just three minutes of his allotted five, before saying: “I 

note that there are still two minutes remaining, so let’s all sing the Te Deum” - 

whereupon the singing was so loud and boisterous that Mathilde Ludendorf 

stormed out of the hall and the meeting was abandoned!  



88 
 

In 1929 he joined and helped lead a Protestant initiative to preserve peace and 

oppose remilitarisation. Defying the Nazis, he also organised a ‘private showing’ 

of the anti-war film ‘All quiet on the Western Front’ (based on Remarque’s 

popular novel). Goebbels attacked him in the press and every day Lichtenberg 

received postcards in his mailbox attacking him using various derogatory 

appellations such as ‘dog’, ‘swine’, traitor, ‘tramp’ and ‘pig-priest’. 

Privately Bernhard was very much a man of prayer and meditation. For him faith 

meant experiencing ‘joy in the Lord.’ He believed that “God is a God of joy, 
who gave us His Son so that we too might know that same joy.” 

Besides our common, joyous faith in Jesus, I also share with Bernhard 

Lichtenberg, the same life-motto, namely ‘to learn every day of our life.’ 
When he was arrested in October 1941, the Gestapo found Hitler’s auto-

biography Mein Kampf annotated throughout with the comments Bernhard had 

made years before. He had studied it all carefully as soon as it was published in 

1925. During his interrogations he was asked to explain why he so vehemently 

opposed the Führer’s ‘Masterpiece’. He replied that he felt obligated as a priest 

to contradict the philosophy behind the writing because it was “simply 

unchristian.” The record of what he said next can still be accessed: “My own 

opposition to Hitler’s beliefs and also my opposition to the harassment and 

deportations of the Jews arise from the fact that such beliefs and actions are 

contrary to the overriding commandment of Christianity: ‘You shall love your 
neighbour as yourself.’ I recognise my neighbour in every Jew as a human 
being with an eternal soul, created in the image and likeness of God 
Himself. And because I am unable personally to prevent these deportations, I 

hereby volunteer to accompany both Jews and Jewish Christians during their 

deportation as a Christian Counsellor. I seek this opportunity to make this official 

request to you, the Secret State Police, so that I may continue to serve others 

in such a capacity.” 67 

                                                           
67 Bernhard Lichtenberg | www.yadvashem.org (Translation BS)                                                                 
Yad Vashem recognised him in 2005 as one of the Righteous amongst the Nations. 
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When challenged by his Gestapo interrogators during this first, thirteen hour 

non-stop interrogation, as to why he was not prepared to obey Hitler as the 

official Head of State, his reply was simple: “My Führer is Jesus Christ.” 

Lichtenberg had earlier (in December 1935) already written directly to Hitler 
to protest against the anti-Jewish race laws that were initiated by him in 

Nuremberg in September of that year. He received no kind of reply. Earlier that 

same year he had already visited Hermann Goering to protest about the 

countless murders and acts of inhuman cruelty in the concentration camps. In 

the Gestapo files we can still read that this resulted in the commandant of the 

Esterwegen concentration camp recommending to Goering that he be 

imprisoned there to teach him a lesson. A nun who worked closely with 

Lichtenberg over a number of years commented that he was ‘possessed of a 
holy anger against injustice.’ Before the Nazis came to power he had won a 
libel case against Goebbels in the Court for defaming him and lying about him 

in the Party newspaper Der Angriff (‘The Attack’). Lichtenberg also went public 

with his repeated protests about the killing of hundreds of thousands of 

handicapped and mentally ill people in the Reich. 

Bernhard Lichtenberg became head of a large Catholic organisation in Berlin 
which assisted Jews (not just baptised Catholic Jews) to emigrate. In the 

seven months from September 1938 to March 1939 this meant 3,500 personal 

interviews and up to 70 telephone calls per day. At the same time he was very 

active in finding hiding places for those Jews who had decided to go 

‘underground’ into hiding. The day on which the emigration of Jews from the 

Reich officially ceased (23.10.1941) was also the day on which Lichtenberg was 

arrested and imprisoned, an imprisonment from which he was never released. 

He spent the next two years in the Tegel prison in Berlin, along with about three 

thousand others, including numerous former judges, professors, priests and 

Protestant ministers in a tiny unheated cell. Bernhard was already suffering from 

heart and coronary artery disease - not helped by the meagre food rations, 

which caused him to lose thirty-three kilograms. 
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After months of having his request to be permitted to read and write refused, 

Bernhard was able, joyously, to spend time translating 147 Latin church hymns 

into German. (He was an enthusiastic organist and singer). Lichtenberg also 

completed 153 draft sermons in this time, which he, of course, never got to 

preach. He further compiled a book containing short biographies of notable 

Christians. When the two-year prison sentence was over, he refused to 
consider release on the condition that he not speak publicly against the 
Nazi regime, so it was decided to send him to Dachau, where thousands of 

priests (and also a few Protestant ministers) were imprisoned (see Footnote 25 

on p.29). By then he was already very ill, with severe heart pains, a very high 

pulse rate, kidney and bladder infections and major problems with breathing as 

well as a raging fever. 

Together with two hundred other prisoners from Berlin, he is squashed into a 

cattle-wagon, which makes one of its many stops en route in the town of Hof in 

northern Bavaria on November 4, 1943. The men are all escorted from the train 

to the nearest prison, where the head jailer is made aware of Lichtenberg’s 

critical condition. Remarkably, he insists that Bernhard is transferred to the 

hospital in the town, where he is bathed, and then examined by a (Catholic) 

doctor, who also calls a priest to give him last rites later that evening. Bernhard 

is lovingly cared for in a private room, where he continues to pray right up until 

his death at six o’clock in the evening of the following day. Exceptionally, a local 

undertaker organises for transport of his coffin back to Berlin on November 11, 

where the arrangements for a public funeral on November 16 are made. His 

funeral procession, as a famous public protestor against the Nazis, is attended 

by a remarkably large crowd of about 5,000 people, including a total of 185 
priests. The singing of several of Bernhard’s favourite hymns is reported by a 

number of witnesses to have been both uniquely loud and emotionally moving.                     

A Protestant, who had spent time in prison with him, commented by the grave:                    

“Today we have witnessed the burial of a saint.”  
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16. A life and a death given for others – Maximilian Kolbe   

Like millions of other people,  

I had been well aware of the fact of 

Maximilian Kolbe’s self-sacrificial 

death since my childhood days, but 

I knew little about his life before that 

point in time. My interest was 

further awakened when Margaret 

(my late wife) and I took our two 

youngest children, Ruth (then 17) 

and Michael (then 15) back to 

Europe in summer 2004. (Ruth was 

born in 1987, while we were living 

in Germany for six years, and we adopted Michael from a Romanian orphanage 

in 1990). On our way north from Arad, Romania we spent time in the city of 

Cracow in Poland. On one day we visited Auschwitz-Birkenau, where over 1.2 

million people (nearly all Jews) were killed. There we went down to the 

basement punishment cells in Block 11 (above) and stood in silence before 

Number 18, the 2.5 square metres where Maximilian and nine others lived out 

their last days on earth. 

Raymond’s father Julius was an ethnic German, who married Marianna 

Dombroska, a Polish woman. The family lived north of Cracow on land then 

occupied by Russia. They had four sons, Raymond being the second, born on 

January 8, 1894.68  Sadly two of them died in childhood. The family were deeply 

devout Catholics and, as a young boy, Raymond had an apparition of Mary one 

day in the church. Although the family could not afford to send him    to school, 

the parish priest taught him Latin and the local pharmacist offered to teach him 

German, Maths and Science. With his brother Francis he was then able to 

attend a seminary high school far away in the large city of Lwow. 

                                                           
68 The main source of information is: William LaMay: ‘The Life of St. Maximilian Kolbe’, ISBN-139781794305663, 2019 
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There Raymond excelled in mathematics and was 
obsessed with the idea of building a spacecraft, 
which could be propelled beyond the earth’s orbit by 

means of rockets. He even envisaged such a craft 

reaching the moon. In 1910 both of the brothers became 

Franciscan novices and Raymond received the name of 

Maximilian, a third century saint who was martyred for refusing to enlist in the 

Roman army. After finishing high school, be began university studies in Cracow 

and was soon handpicked to continue study in Rome from 1912. Raymond’s 

father was a fervent patriot who fought under the legendary Jozef Pilsudski for 

Polish independence from Russia. Julius was captured and executed by the 

Russians in 1914, the same year in which Maximilian took his final vows to 

become a priest. (See photo above, taken on this occasion.) 

In 1915 he gained his first doctorate (in Philosophy), graduating summa cum 

laude. Four years later he completed a second doctorate (in Theology), also 

summa cum laude. After World War 1 concluded in 1918, Poland at last became 

an independent nation. Maximilian returned to teach in the seminary in Cracow, 

but became seriously ill from tuberculosis. He recovered and then devoted his 

considerable energy and intellect to the project of publishing 

a Catholic newspaper which he called ‘The Knight’. Paying a printer was 

prohibitively expensive, so he fundraised to buy a huge printing machine. 

Maximilian also received papal approval to found an order he called ‘Knights 
of the Immaculate’. By 1926, 60,000 copies of the paper were being printed 

and 125,000 had joined ‘The Immaculate’. The next year Prince Lubecki 

donated land where Kolbe founded a seminary for Franciscan priests and, by 

1930, 340,000 copies of the newspaper were being printed at Niepokalanow. 

His next major project was to learn Japanese to become a missionary in 
Nagasaki. There he taught in a seminary and soon established a newspaper, 

which had a circulation of 50,000 by 1933. He became very ill again, from TB, 

and his condition worsened hearing the tragic news about his brother Francis.  
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Francis (now called Alphonse) had been leading the seminary in Poland until he 

died suddenly from a ruptured appendix. In 1936 Maximilian returned to 

Niepokalanow, where there were now 175 students, 56 seminarians, 295 

brothers and 13 priests. The newspaper circulation had also grown to 600,000. 

By 1938 his next undertaking, establishing a radio station, had also become a 

reality and he was already investigating the new possibility of television - after 

the 1936 live broadcasts in Berlin of the Olympics! 

Maximilian became an outspoken critic of the 

Nazis and also attempted to prepare people for 

War, which began with the invasion of Poland 

on September 1, 1939. Days later, bombs 
landed on Niepokalanow and, on the 19th of 
September a group of 48 friars, including 
Maximilian, were deported by truck and 

loaded onto railway freight cars in 

Czestachowa for a 300km. trip to Gebice, 
where there were 12,000 prisoners - 200 per 

tent! On October 6 Poland was partitioned 

between Russia and Germany and they were 

soon thereafter released, returning to Niepokalanow on December the 8th.  

Immediately on his return Maximilian reorganised the entire place into                

a Refugee Centre, which soon housed over 3,500 refugees, including 

approximately 1,500 Jews. They also set up a hospital, a machinery repair shop 

and a dairy. The new Mission Statement for Niepokalanow included these 
words: Our mission now is, in the name of Immaculata, to work for the benefit 

of all these refugees ripped from the bosom of their families and now without 

any livelihood. We must house them, feed them and provide for their spiritual 

and physical needs. There is to be no distinction made because of religious 
or ethnic identity. They are all Polish citizens. 69 

                                                           
69 ibid. p.77. 
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Until February 1941 Niepokalanow, unlike many other religious institutions, 

remained open with a functioning hospital and its own power generation. The 

friars also continued to provide shelter and protection for many refugees. 

However Hitler was adamant that both present and potential leaders of 
Poland should all be liquidated and this policy began to be generally enforced. 

The Gestapo arrived one morning and inspected every building with Maximilian, 

before arresting him and four other leaders. They were taken to Pawiak Prison 
(see p.39), where an estimated 37,000 prisoners were executed. Maximilian 

was able to minister to the needs of many Catholics there, even celebrating 

Mass with smuggled communions wafers, but in the terrible conditions he 

contracted pneumonia.  

With 304 others, Fr. Kolbe was transported in a cattle car to Auschwitz  

on May 28, 1941. He was forced to help carry large tree trunks until he  

collapsed with exhaustion – an ‘offence’ for which he received fifty lashes. 

Afterwards, thinking he was already dead, an SS guard, named Krott, kicked 

him into a ditch and covered his body with branches. Other prisoners discovered 

that he was still alive and carried him back to the camp infirmary, where a 

prisoner-doctor, Rudolf Diem, tended to his injuries. After the war this man 

testified of Fr. Kolbe, saying, “During my four years in Auschwitz  
I never saw such a sublime example of God’s love of one’s neighbour.”   

On July 21, 1941 several hundred prisoners were escorted out of the camp in 

order to harvest crops on nearby farms, but one of them, Zygmunt Pilawski, was 

not present afterwards at the roll call. (There are conflicting reports, both of his 

being recaptured on July 31, and of his being found dead in a toilet block soon 

after the evening roll call). At the next morning’s roll call the 600 prisoners all 

nervously assembled, standing at attention for several hours in the hot summer 

sun until many collapsed. The SS officer, Gerhard Palitsch, then went up and 

down rows, slowly selecting who were to be starved to death, because one 

prisoner had escaped. The tenth man selected out was Franciszek 

Gajowniczek, a Polish army sergeant, who immediately cried out bitterly, “Who 

is going to take care of my poor wife and my poor children?”   
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Fr. Kolbe broke ranks, insisting on speaking to the Nazi officer, Palitsch, 
telling him (in perfectly fluent German), that he was a Catholic priest, 
already old (47!), without dependents, and that he was requesting to take 
his place in the ‘hunger bunker’.  

After a brief silence, Palitsch silently indicated his consent.  

The ten were all escorted to the 

basement punishment cell. Within a 

short time prayers and singing were 

heard emanating from the group! 

Maximilian Kolbe also regularly 

quoted passages by heart from the 

Bible. One of the prisoner-guards, 

Bruno Borgowiec, (right) testified 

that they had received no food nor 

water, but that the bucket was not 

always empty – indicating that they 

drank their own urine. He also saw 

the others being cradled in turn by 

Maximilian as they confessed their 

sins and died, one after the other.  

After two weeks four remained and of them only Maximilian was still conscious.  

An SS doctor, Hans Bock, (see above drawing – middle) injected all of them 

with carbolic acid. Bruno Borgowiec reported later that he saw all of the four 

prisoners dead. He also stated that he ‘would never forget the gaze which was 

still present in Fr. Kolbe’s eyes:  

“His face was ecstatic, as though he were looking at some transcendent world.” It 

was the 14th of August, 1941. 
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17. Saving all of the Jewish citizens in Bulgaria 

It’s a little-known fact that there were 2,000 more Jews in the nation of 
Bulgaria after World War II than before it! Despite the country being part of 

Axis and Nazi-occupied Europe, not one Jewish person out of the 50,000 in 
Bulgaria was deported or killed during that time.70 This unique history was 

not only suppressed by the successive Stalinist-led communist governments of 

the country, but, as in all such Eastern European nations, the recent past was 

‘revised’ to exclude any reference whatsoever to the Jewish people who lived 

there. In fact, in both Russia and Poland further pogroms and murders of many 

Jewish people continued to occur after World War Two. Similar outbreaks of 

government-led anti-Semitism later caused the Jewish population in Bulgaria 

too to be massively reduced (through ongoing emigration to Israel) to its present 

number of approximately one thousand. 

There has been very little research about the amazing rescue of all of the Jewish 

citizens in the nation of Bulgaria and, according to Saul Friedländer, the only 

detailed and fully reliable source is still the book written in 1972 by the American 

academic, Frederick B. Chary.71  

Although there were some pogroms in the late 19th and early 20th C., anti-Jewish 

feeling was generally rare - as evidenced by a 1937 publication citing 150 

leading figures all condemning anti-Semitism, declaring that it had no place in 

their nation. However, under duress from the Nazis after September 1939, the 

Bulgarian Parliament passed legislation registering all Jews and restricting their 

economic and political rights. This was signed into law by King Boris in January 

1941. After the Wannsee Conference of January 1942, pressure from the Nazis 

to gather and deport all Jews greatly increased, and in September 1942 new 

laws were promulgated by the parliament to prepare for deportation and 

extermination by confiscation of the wealth and property and restrictions on their 

freedom of movement – although not yet internment. 

                                                           
70 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_the_Jews_in_Bulgaria 
71 This book is also my main source:  Patrick B. Chary: ‘The Bulgarian Jews & the Final Solution 1940-1944’, 
University of Pittsburgh Press, 1972. 
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Following insistence from Adolf Eichmann, the government finally capitulated in 

February 1943, agreeing to deport all Jews, beginning with those who were not 

Bulgarian citizens, but lived in the Nazi-occupied territories of Thrace and 

Macedonia. After confiscation of their property and internment, 11,393 Jews 

there (nearly all) were forced into trains and boats and transported to Treblinka, 

where they were murdered. The agreement with Germany specified 20,000 to 

be deported initially, so preparations were made for the thousands more recently 

interned within Bulgaria itself also to be deported.  

Dimitar Peschev was Deputy Speaker of Parliament. 

Sadly he did not oppose the first anti-Jewish laws, but he 

did protest vehemently in March 1943, as the secretly 

planned deportations from the occupied territories 

became known. In Plovdiv, his public protests were 

followed by those of the Orthodox Church. 

Bishop Kirill (right) did more than speak out. He sent 

a telegram to King Boris, begging his intervention, and 

also warned the local police officers that if they 

participated in the ongoing round-ups, Bulgarians 

would no longer recognize their authority. On March 

10, 1943, 8500 Jews, including 1500 from Plovdiv, 

were being loaded into boxcars. Before the train was 

due to leave, Kirill arrived at the station with three hundred members from his 

church. The Bishop then broke through the police line guarding the area and 

went up close to the boxcars. Once there, he proclaimed loudly Ruth’s words 

from the Old Testament: “Wherever you go, I will go! Wherever you stay, I 
will stay! Your people will be my people, and your God, my God!”  Bishop 

Kirill next tried to enter a boxcar, but the SS officers prevented him. Thereupon 
he loudly declared his intention to lie down on the rails to prevent the 
train’s departure. Orthodox church members spread the news about Kirill’s 

courageous stand, so that most Bulgarians very soon knew all about his 

willingness to lay down his own life in order to save Jewish lives. 
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At the same time Iako Baruh, a Jewish official from the illegal Zionist 

organisation who had already saved numerous Jews by providing them with 

visas for Palestine, was very active behind the scenes and worked urgently with 

Dimitar Peschev to ensure that the numerous parliamentarians who were also 

sympathetic to the Jews were fully aware of the impending deportations to the 

extermination camp of Treblinka (where a total of over 850,000 Jewish people 

were murdered). Later on the same day as Bishop Kirill’s courageous 

intervention, forty-two members of Parliament all rebelled against the 

government. Political leaders from all of the parties proclaimed their solidarity 

with the whole Orthodox Church, who, 

under its Patriarch, the Metropolitan 
Stefan (right), had both consistently 

and regularly protested against all 

forms of anti-Semitism. They sent very 

angry messages to all the government 

ministers, demanding that the 

persecution cease forthwith. Next day 

all arrested Jews were freed and 
permitted to return home.  

Metropolitan Stefan continued to caution King Boris against persecuting the 

Jews. The King was under strong pressure from Hitler after being personally 

summoned to meet him. Stefan, however, warned him strictly that any kind of 

opposition to the Jewish people, whom the Bible calls ‘God’s First Love’, would 

put his own soul in mortal danger.  

By the end of 1943 the threat for the Jews of Bulgaria was over, and further 

legislation reversing their persecution and restrictions was soon passed by the 

Bulgarian Parliament. 

In 2002 both Metropolitan Stefan and Bishop Kirill were recognised by Yad 
Vashem as righteous amongst the Nations. 
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18. Varian Fry who rescued thousands of refugees (mainly 
Jews)    

When Varian Fry was in Germany in 1935, he 

had an experience that drastically changed his 

life and, a few years later, the lives of thousands 

of others in France. Fry was the 27-year-old 

editor of a US foreign affairs magazine on a 

three-month trip to observe European politics at 

close hand. He arrived in Berlin in May, having 

decided to investigate the treatment of the Jews 

there, although the Nuremberg Race Laws were 

not passed into Law until September 15,1935.      Fry on his hotel balcony in Berlin 

One day he was on his way to the Café Hessler on the main shopping street, 

the Kurfürstendamm, when he saw Storm Troopers (S.A.) ‘throwing chairs and 

tables through plate-glass windows of Jewish-owned cafés, dragging Jewish 

men and women out of buses, chasing them up the streets, knocking them down 

and kicking them in the face and belly as they lay prostrate on the sidewalk.’ He 

also heard the thugs all chanting the same song loudly: “Wenn Judenblut vom 

Messer spritzt, Dann geht es nochmal so gut!” 72 (“When Jewish blood spurts 

from the knife, everything will be really good.”) Suddenly one thrust a knife 
through a man’s hand, pinning it to the table!       

Fry froze in shock, but later wrote the whole incident up, cabling his report to 

The New York Times. They published it on July 17, including the news that a  

Dr. Kleinfeld, who had been beaten mercilessly by the Sturm-Abteilung thugs, 

died soon afterwards from his injuries. In his typical determination to dig deeper, 

                                                           
72 The main secondary source is: Sheila Isenberg: A Hero of Our Own: The Story of Varian Fry, Plunkett 
Lake Press, 2017.                                              
The sole primary source is Varian Fry’s own book which he wrote in 1945: ‘Surrender on Demand’, 
republished by Plunkett Lake Press, 2017.    
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Fry went, next day, to the Foreign Press Division in the Propaganda Ministry, 

which was headed up by another US American, Ernst Hanfstängl.73   

Hanfstängl, who, like Fry, was also a Harvard graduate, informed him that while 
many Nazis preferred to ‘solve the Jewish problem’ by emigration, the 
leaders, particularly Hitler and Goebbels, insisted on the full extermination 
of them all. This was included in his article and Fry followed it up, on his return, 

with further accounts of the continuing Jewish persecution, as well as adding his 

voice to the call for a U.S. boycott of the 1936 Berlin Olympics. Sadly the general 

U.S. populace seemed not to care as Varian did. 

As a child Varian spent much time with his grandfather, whom he adored. Fry 

writes that his grandfather’s life was devoted to children: ‘They loved him so 

much that when he walked through the slums of New York they came running 

from all directions, calling out his name, catching onto his sleeves and coat-tails, 

asking to be picked up and hugged, giving, and receiving love.’ Sheila Isenberg 

comments that, ‘this image, of a saviour reaching out to the less fortunate, 

inspired Fry.’ His own mother often spent long periods in hospital after mental 

breakdowns and his father worked extremely long hours in his business, having 

little time for Varian - but still knowing all of the four hundred clerks who worked 

in his firm by their Christian names. After his time in France, Fry said he had 

tried to live up to the credo held by his grandfather, namely: “I try to be to the 
weak, strength; to the discouraged and disheartened, encouragement; 
and to all, a defence and a protection.” 

At high school Fry refused to climb up hot steam pipes, as seniors forced the juniors 

to do. The headmaster threatened him with expulsion for this, but his father arrived 

and declared to him that it was well overdue that this cruel tradition was ended. 

Thereupon he left with Varian and soon found him a school that both considered 

suitable! This incident reveals Varian’s life-long aversion to senseless authority and 

also his wish to spare, not only himself, but others, unnecessary suffering. Later 

                                                           
73 Hanfstängl worked closely with Hitler for ten years, but fell out with him in 1942, returning to the U.S., 
where he became a government spy! 
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Fry was a highly talented and successful student of both Classics and English at 

Harvard. There he fell in love with Eileen Hughes, marrying her soon after his 

graduation in 1931. She was 28 and he 22. At first she supported him, as he was 

unemployed, but he gradually succeeded in building his own reputation as a 

reporter for various newspapers and then as a magazine editor. 

In June 1940 Fry and others, including the theologian Reinhold Niebuhr, 
formed the Emergency Rescue Committee to enable refugees, especially 

those at risk after the Nazi invasion of France, to escape from there to North 

and South America. After France fell, the Vichy government passed legislation 

preventing refugees from leaving the country (see p.57). Vichy authorities could, 

and did now surrender them ‘on demand’ to the Nazis. Therefore writers, 

‘degenerate’ artists, scientists and union leaders (mostly Jewish) who had 

escaped to France, were now trapped, and their very lives were in danger. 

Eleanor Roosevelt, wife of the President, was an active supporter, and the 

group began to compile lists with the names of well-known Jews and other 

enemies of the Nazis who were at risk. No one else was willing to go to France, 

so Varian left on the 4th of August  by flying boat with a return ticket for August 

29. Taped carefully to his leg was a list of two hundred names as well as 3,000 

US dollars!  

Soon Varian had queues of refugees needing help to 

get out of France. The main problem was getting visas, 

as no country was willing to take more than a small 

number and most charged exorbitantly. Within a short 

time the resourceful Fry had contacted Vladimir 
Vochoć, the Czech Consul, who agreed to provide 

visas for anti-Nazis. They met once a week when 

Varian gave him photos and documents and received 

valid visas. Before long he had to rent larger premises. 

One of the new staff was Albert Hermant, a  

German, who was expert in obtaining foreign currency and in getting people to 

Spain. This initial staff of three would work from 8 o’clock  
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in the morning right through to midnight, seven days a week because  

there were so many people who were seeking their help. Fry comments:  

‘Each day would be a little worse than the day before, with more people asking 

for help, more harrowing stories to listen to, more impossible decisions to make. 

Deciding who should be helped and who not, was one of the toughest jobs of 

all.’74 

Varian shrewdly set up an official welfare organisation called Centre Américain 

de Secours, ostensibly to give only accommodation and food help to refugees - 

which was legal and genuinely appreciated by the French police and other 

officials. The huge funds required were supplied by the Quakers from America. 

Hermant, who was adept at obtaining visas from various countries, also found  

Bill Freier, formerly a Vienna cartoonist, who soon proved to be an excellent 

forger. He produced a variety of documents to help refugees escape. (Bill was 

later caught and sent to Auschwitz, but survived.) Varian spent time with some 

well-known anti-Nazis in great danger, such as Heinrich Mann and his family, 

with whom he travelled into Spain and then even flew from Madrid to Lisbon to 

make sure they could then carry on to the US. Because his time in France was 

supposed to be brief, there was pressure, both from the US and from its 

Embassy in Marseille for Fry to return, but he was adamant he needed to stay, 

because there were simply so many refugees, particularly the Jews, who were 

in great danger, and for whom he and his office were their only hope of survival. 

By October he had also employed a Frenchman, Danny Bénédite, as his 

deputy. Before the War he had been a leading official in the Paris Prefecture 

and ended up leading the office Fry had founded after he left, spending a further 

three years there. 

                                                           
74 Varian Fry, ibid. p.35 
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When Varian wrote to Marc Chagall, 
he said he wanted to remain in 

France, believing that he was safe. 

However, when the anti-Jewish laws 

became stricter, he changed his 

mind and met Fry several times in 

order to make all the preparations. 

Chagall’s very first question was “Are 

there any cows in America?”  Marc 

Chagall was relieved to get a positive 

answer! During their first meeting 

there was a bombing raid and all of 

them had to run for cover.                       Bella and Marc Chagall in the States in 1943                   

Before Marshall Pétain visited Marseille the police arrested many, including Fry 

and some of his staff who were Jewish. The prisons were so full that they locked 

them up for four days on a ship! US Deputy-Consul, Harry Bingham, managed 

to persuade the police to release them. Harry was the only person in the whole 

US diplomatic service who supported Varian. At great personal risk, Bingham 

helped Jewish and various other anti-Nazi refugees to escape.                                          

Fry sent reports to the New York Times updating the increasing persecution and 

arrests of Jewish people. By year’s end Varian reported he had helped 350 

refugees escape. And by May 1941, his staff (now 20) had provided assistance 

to 4,000 people (of the 15,000 who had asked!) and over 1,000 had been helped 

to escape, mainly by ships. In April the Chagalls were arrested with many other 

Jews. Fry threatened the authorities with immediate front-page news in the New 

York Times criticising the Vichy government, and they were released – unlike 

other Jews who had been imprisoned with them.  
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Unfortunately their daughter Ida and 
husband Michel Gordey were not able to 

leave with them. Chagall’s paintings had 

been impounded in Spain and Ida travelled 

there to organise their release. After Michel 

was arrested briefly at the border, both 

sailed, with the paintings on      Ida, and 

father, Marc, in USA in 1945  deck, on a boat 

crowded with Jewish refugees. Karen Chernick reported in 2019  that ‘the 

steamer, which was built to accommodate cargo and up to 15 people, was 

hastily outfitted to fit 1,180 passengers (as well as four live oxen serving as the 

ship’s meat supply during the 40-day voyage, since the ship had no 
refrigeration!). Conditions on board were gruesome, but this was absolutely the 

last and only way out for the refugees, some of whom sadly died at sea and 

were thrown overboard.’75 One of Chagall’s paintings that was on that ship, is at 

the front of this book.  

In June the US government recalled Harry Bingham – for exceeding his 

authority by helping Jewish refugees – and ordered Marseille to stop issuing 

visas. Fry suffered from depression, because he was unable to provide all the 

Jewish people with the means to escape. He knew all about the mass murders 

occurring. Sheila Isenberg sums up his service in France by commenting that 

‘of the 15,000 refugees who had contacted him during his thirteen months in 

France, by his own estimate, he had helped about two thousand to escape.’76 

In January 1941 Fry’s passport expired and was confiscated. Varian was 

summoned by Vichy police in March and told he would have to leave. He 

explained he needed to ensure that the work of his organisation supporting a 

large number of refugees in the area with food and accommodation etc., would 

continue after he left and so he persuaded them to allow him to stay until August 

15. He asked why he was being expelled and got a straight answer: “Parce-que 

                                                           
75 How Ida Chagall Smuggled Her Father’s Work out of Nazi-Occupied Europe - Artsy                       
(website accessed 11.06.2021) 
76 Sheila Isenberg, ibid. Positions 6233 and 7889 (E-book). 
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vous avez trop protégé des juifs et des anti-Nazis!” (‘Because you give too much 

protection to Jews and anti-Nazis.’) Just before his deadline, Fry took a ‘holiday’ 

in Nice and photographed Jewish shops which had been vandalised, for which 

he was arrested. However he still continued to cable reports to the New York 

Times. Once back in Marseille on August 27, Fry was placed under house arrest, 

pending his expulsion from France. Escorted by Vichy police, Varian was put on 

a train to Barcelona, but he went on to Lisbon - where he spent a further six 

weeks, ensuring that the exit route via Lisbon and on to America was improved 

for the future escapees! 

In New York again, Fry found that ‘the State Department had devised a new 

and cruelly difficult form of visa application, which made it almost impossible for 

refugees to enter this country.’77 Fry was also deeply hurt that he was not 
welcomed back by his Committee. They were divided over his ‘tactics’ in 

Marseille and he and Eileen also separated, although she had continued to 

support him against implacable opposition. They remained friends. Worst of all 

for Fry was that no-one in the US seemed to care about the refugees.  

Varian found out his mail was being censored and that the FBI had him under 

permanent surveillance – because some of the people he had rescued were 

communists! He and Eileen still continued to help refugees to the States and 

both of them also supported a number of them financially, although neither one 

of them could have been considered to have been wealthy. 

Varian also continued to write for newspapers and magazines. One essay, ‘The 
Massacre of the Jews: The Story of the Most Appalling Mass Murder in 
Human History’ was published in December, 1942. It revealed that the US had 

long known about the plans for the mass extermination of Jews, but had chosen 

not to intervene. Fry put it bluntly: ‘According to a report to the President by 

leaders of American Jewish Groups, nearly 2,000,000 Jews have already been 

slain since the War began, and the remaining 5,000,000 now living under Nazi 

control, are scheduled to be destroyed as soon as Hitler’s blood butchers can 

                                                           
77 Varian Fry, ibid p.194. 
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get around to them. …In the city of Warsaw, in which 550,000 Jews lived, there 

are today fewer than 50,000.’78 

Varian’s former colleagues and friends now avoided him, as sadly did most of 

the refugees who were now safely in the United States. He gained a job as a 

Latin teacher and died, a broken man in 1967, at only 59 - just after France had 

awarded him the Chevalier de Légion d'Honneur. It was 1994 before Yad 
Vashem posthumously named him Righteous Amongst the Nations.  

In 1996 State Secretary W. Christopher apologised on behalf of the US:  

‘During his lifetime, his heroic actions never received the support they deserved 

from the US government.  …His initial orders were to help two hundred 

individuals escape the coming Nazi onslaught. He ended up rescuing close to 

4,000.  …We owe Varian Fry our deepest gratitude. But we also owe him a 

promise – never to forget the horrors that he struggled against so heroically, and 

a promise to do whatever is necessary to ensure that such horrors can never 

happen again.’ 79 

  

                                                           
78 Varian Fry: ‘The Massacre of the Jews’, The New Republic, December 21, 1942. 
79 Sheila Isenberg, ibid (Excerpts from the Foreword to her book by Warren Christopher) 
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19. Sergeant who saved 200 Jewish soldiers -  
Roddie Edmonds80 

 

After Roddie Edmonds had died in August 1985, his son Chris (above left) 

discovered his father’s wartime diary (above right) in the attic.  

Roddie grew up as a dedicated Christian in the city of Knoxville, Tennessee. He 

disembarked in France in late 1944 together with huge numbers of other US 

soldiers, all of whom were being sent to replace the extraordinarily high Allied 

casualties (89,000) in the Battle of the Bulge.  

On December 16, 1944, the U.S. troops 

were attacked during the German counter-

offensive, which involved nearly half a 

million Nazi soldiers with 1,400 tanks. 

Roddie’s 422 Regiment was quickly cut off 

and completely surrounded. After three 

days the US Colonel, Deacheneaux, decided to surrender. The German Army 

captured a total of 20,000 GIs, including the remains of his 422nd Regiment who 

then had to march 50 km. to Gerolstein, Germany. There they were squashed into 

box cars, sixty to seventy men per car, with virtually no food or water, travelling for 

four days to Stalag 9B in Bad Orb. Hundreds of Jewish soldiers had already 

                                                           
80 The main source for this Story is the documentary: Following the Footsteps of My Father on Vimeo 
(accessed 22.06.2021) 
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discarded their ‘dog tags’ (above photo, bottom right) because they revealed 

that they were Jews – the ‘H’ stood for Hebrew. 

Despite this, most of the 

Jewish men were still 

identified and then 

separated into a prison 

within the larger prison, 

surrounded by barbed 

wire fences. The men 

received only starvation 

rations. After several weeks all the US prisoners were divided into 3 groups: 

officers, non-commissioned officers and privates. All 1,292 NCOs, including the 

200 Jewish ones, were all transported to Stalag 9A in Ziegenhain.         

Many Jewish soldiers of various other ranks were transported to the           

Berga slave-labour camp (above), where at least 73 of them perished.  

The highest ranking NCO in the group was 

Master Sergeant Roddie Edmonds (right).                               

On arrival in Ziegenhain, the commandant, 

Major Siegmann, ordered all the Jewish POWs 

to attend a special roll-call next morning. 

Roddie, however, ordered all of the 1,292 
American prisoners to parade en masse. 
The next morning, 27 January, Major Siegmann 

saw that all the GIs were standing at attention. 

He barked angrily at Edmonds: “They cannot all 

be Jews!” Roddie’s reply was characterised later by a fellow soldier as ‘that 

famous line, a line that will live in Jewish history: “We’re all Jews here.”’  
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Siegmann takes out his Luger pistol and presses it into Edmonds’s forehead, 

yelling: “Order the Jews to step forward, or I will shoot you right now!” 
Roddie’s brave retort came: “Major, you can shoot me; you can shoot all of us, 

but we know your name. This war is almost over, and you’ll be a war criminal!”  

Major Siegmann sullenly withdrew his Luger and stormed back to his office. 

Two months later the order came from Berlin to evacuate the camp and all the 

prisoners were commanded to march out. However again Roddie refused to 

obey orders, saying, “My men are staying here!” Astoundingly this was, after 

several altercations, also accepted by the commandant, and they were left 

alone. Later that very day they were liberated by fellow American soldiers, who 

were amazed to discover them still there. It was March the 30th, 1945 – the 2nd 

Day of the Jewish Passover!  

Roddie Edmonds is the fifth US 
American (and the only service-man) 

to be recognized by Yad Vashem 
as Righteous Amongst the 
Nations. Other fellow soldiers, 

including Lester Tanner (left), 
summed up much later on what 

Roddie’s example meant to him:                           

“I have to tell you that this experience with Roddie was the defining 
experience of my life. That such people exist, gives you hope - maybe for 

humanity. I have four children, six grandchildren and two great-grandchildren. 

So now I have eighteen people who wouldn’t be here without him. Multiply that 

by two hundred and you can see how important that decision has been. Roddie 
was a righteous man.”  

Roddie never told his family about any of his war exploits and he served again 

in the US army, just a few years later during the Korean War. Roddie Edmonds 

died on August 8, 1985, never having received any official recognition, citation 
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or even a medal for his courageous stand, which had saved the lives of so many 

of his fellow soldiers.  

The posthumous Yad Vashem ceremony was attended by the then President 
of the United States, Barack Obama on November 28th, 2016.  
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The Story Defining ‘Neighbour’ 
Just then a religion scholar stood up with a question to test Jesus:                  
“Teacher, what do I need to do to get eternal life?”    
He answered, “What’s written in God’s Law? How do you interpret it?” 
The scholar said, “That you love the Lord your God with all your passion and 
prayer and strength and intelligence - and that you love your neighbour as well 
as you do yourself.” 
“Good answer!” said Jesus. “Do it and you’ll live.” 
Looking for a loophole, he asked, “And just how would you define ‘neighbour’?” 
Jesus answered by telling a Story: 
There was once a man travelling from Jerusalem to Jericho. On the way he 
was attacked by robbers. They took his clothes, beat him up, and went off 
leaving him half-dead. Luckily, a priest was on his way down the same road, but 
when he saw him he angled across to the other side. Then a Levite religious 
man showed up; he also avoided the injured man. 
A Samaritan travelling the road came on him. When he saw the man’s 
condition, his heart went out to him. He gave him first aid, disinfecting and 
bandaging his wounds. Then he lifted him onto his donkey, led him to an inn, 
and made him comfortable. In the morning he took out two silver coins and 
gave them to the innkeeper, saying, ‘Take good care of him. If it costs any 
more, put it on my bill - I’ll pay you on my way back.’ 
“What do you think? Which of the three became a neighbour to the man 
attacked by robbers?” 
“The one who treated him kindly,” the religion scholar responded. 
Jesus said, “Go and do the same.” (Luke 10:25-29 - The Message)                                  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Vincent van Gogh: 

The Good Samaritan 
1890 

(after Delacroix) 
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