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Jerusalem,

May 22, 1948,

Morning

HAD YOU WALKED PAST THE Taamon Café on the corner of

Hillel and King George Streets in Jerusalem on the morning of May 22, 1948,
you would have spotted a gaggle of about thirty men, all in the fourth decade
of their lives. Packs on their backs, they were waiting to be picked up and sent
into battle. The city was under attack, with the Egyptian army advancing from
the south and Jordan's Arab Legion attacking from the north and east. The
soldiers had been enlisted in the city’s garrison the week before and served
under David Shaltiel, the controversial commander of the Jerusalem front.'
One of them was a solidly built man who looked to be on the verge of forty.
Silent and introverted, he clenched a cigarette between lips set in a bitter
smile. His black beret hid a large bald spot. Few of the other men in the group
were likely to have noticed the number tattooed on his forearm.? Those that
did probably knew nothing of what the man had seen and suffered between
fleeing Poland for Paris in 1931 and arriving, inadvertently, in Jerusalem in the
spring of 1946. But both he and his fellow recruits knew very well that some of
them would not see the end of that day and that their bodies would soon lie in
the temporary military cemetery at Sheikh Bader.® In Jerusalem, where Jew-
ish tradition still reigned supreme, dead men did not pass the night unburied.
Ten days previously, the men in charge of the war effort of the Yishuv had
estimated the chances of a Jewish victory at 50 percent. This evaluation was
given to the Yishuv’s provisional government by Yisrael Galili, chief of the Na-
tional Staff of the Haganah (the Jewish army that would, after independence
and the incorporation of two smaller militias, become the Israel Defense
Forces), and Yigal Yadin, the acting chief of staff of the Jewish forces. Golda
Meyerson (later Meir) reported on the results of her frustrating meeting with
King Abdullah of Jordan. He had told her that, unfortunately, he would not
be able to honor the commitments he had made to her previously. Despite his
promises, he declared, if war broke out, his army, the Arab Legion, would join
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the forces attacking the young Jewish state. In Meir’s evaluation, he probably
already saw himself as the king of Jerusalem. Proof of Abdullah’s resolve was
quick to come —in the middle of the meeting the assembled Jewish leaders
received news that the four kibbutzim that made up the Etzion bloc of settle-
ments were under attack by the Legion. The Jewish defenders were defeated
two days later.*

The meeting, in Tel Aviv, had been called to decide whether the Yishuv
should proclaim the establishment of a Jewish state. David Ben-Gurion, pre-
mier of the provisional government, was not deterred by his colleagues’
pessimism. He spoke at length, explaining why the decision to declare in-
dependence had to be taken “now or never.” The United States, fearing war,
had proposed a trusteeship that would maintain foreign rule over Palestine.
Ben-Gurion urged his colleagues to reject the American initiative. Accepting
it would tie the Yishuv’s hands and make its defense more difficult at a time
when the inevitable war with the Arabs was already under way. An indepen-
dent Jewish state should be declared, he maintained, as soon as the British left.

Word of the debate in the Yishuv leadership reached besieged Jerusalem.
Even those who did not know about the plans to declare independence could
hardly help being caught up in the surge of joy that overcame the Yishuv two
days later. On Friday, May 14, 1948, a bit after four oclock in the afternoon,
Ben-Gurion declared, in a clear staccato voice, the establishment of the State
of Israel. He and his colleagues had finished polishing the draft of the declara-
tion only a short time before.

Ben-Gurion commenced a fresh volume of his diary when he returned
from the ceremony. He opened with a somber nod to that momentous day, a
single austere line that took in all the complexities he saw before him and his
nation. “We declared the founding of the state. Its fate is in the hands of the
military forces.”® This may have been an expression of his inner emotions, or
it may have been his version of ab urbe condita, written to establish a founda-
tion myth for the State of Israel —most likely, it was a bit of each. No matter
what his intentions, that story was etched in the collective memory of the
Jewish state, born as it was in a storm, in blood and fire.

The soldiers waiting at the corner by the café belonged to the military
forces of which Ben-Gurion had written. They did not have to stand there for
long. The situation on Jerusalem’s southern reaches was dire, so they, mem-
bers of a regional reserve, were to be sent into battle. A truck pulled up and
swallowed up the men. Menachem Richman, the commander of the fresh
force, sat by the driver. The man with the number tattooed on his forearm,
along with his comrades-in-arms, huddled pensively in the rear.®
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Poland,

Lancicia,
District Prison,

1929

LANCICIA (RECZYCA IN POLISH) is a district capital in £6dz

Province in central Poland, about eighty miles north of Warsaw. It lies at the
crossing of two important roads, one a north-south route that runs through
the Pinsk Marshes and the other an east-west route through the Bzura River
valley. The prison there, formerly a Dominican monastery, is located on
Pocztowej Street at the city’s northwestern end, not far from a fire station
and brewery and next to the King’s Garden, one of the most beautiful parks
in Poland. The man who would later, as a soldier in Israel’s War of Indepen-
dence, wait by the café to go into battle, was incarcerated in this prison in
1929. Eliezer Gruenbaum was then a member of a Communist cell in Warsaw,
and, along with four comrades — Daniel Michael Warszawski, Szulim Kren-
gel, Izrael Frydberg, and Janow Gutner, all in their mid-twenties — had been
convicted of membership in the illegal Communist Youth Union. According
to the indictment, their participation in an illegal gathering sponsored by the
cYU in }£6dzZ was tantamount to an intention “to carry out a crime of attacking
the foundations of the Polish regime.” It related that the interrogators had
learned by covert means that “the Communist Central Committee in Warsaw
has sent its loyalists to establish close connections with the Communists of
£6dz,” the first signs of a plot that had to be uprooted while still embryonic.!
The judge sentenced the five men to four and a half years in prison. Perhaps
Gruenbaum’s family name and his father’s position helped him. Perhaps not.
His father, Yitzhak, was a leader of Poland’s Jews, the organizer and head
of the Bloc of National Minorities in the Sejm, the Polish parliament. Even
some of his political foes praised his courage, candor, honesty, and integrity.
Others intimated that he was pedantic, tightfisted, and unable to acknowl-
edge the limits of his power — failings that his son shared. Some suggested
that, were the father prepared to rein in his criticism of the government, it
might be possible to mitigate his son’s sentence and that the president might
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view favorably a petition for a pardon. The father rejected the idea categori-
cally. It was an attempt at political blackmail, he declared.?

Eliezer Gruenbaum was almost twenty-one at the time of his arrest.
According to one version of the story, two uniformed policemen and two
plainclothesmen forcibly entered his parents’ home on Tlomackie Street
in Warsaw. Yitzhak protested the violation of his privacy and of his parlia-
mentary immunity, but to no avail. The policemen discovered a mimeograph
machine and piles of placards in the son’s room, proof of the young man’s in-
volvement in the outlawed Communist Party. They arrested Eliezer. According
to another version, he was arrested far from home, at an illegal party meeting
in £6dZ.® The regime of J6zef Pilsudski used whatever means it thought fit
to fight against those it viewed as its enemies. Eliezer was interrogated, tor-
tured, and brought to trial. The authorities were determined to prevent the
Communist leadership from staging attention-grabbing demonstrations and
disturbances that could produce martyrs. They had learned their lesson from
the case of Naftali Botwin, a young Jewish Communist executed in 1925 for
shooting a police informer. Botwin had become an icon of bravery and sacri-
fice, and an inspiration for other revolutionaries. Parents even named their
children after him.*

The trials were summary. The prisoners — Gruenbaum and his four com-
rades were but part of a much larger group — were brought into the court-
room in groups of five to ten, or even twenty to thirty, seated on a bench, and
told to give their versions of the story. Without listening to their answers, the
judges convicted and sentenced them en masse, in assembly-line fashion. The
trial was over even before his parents had decided which lawyer to retain. A
member of the family who held a top post in the Polish Ministry of the Inte-
rior told Eliezer’s parents that their son had been turned in by someone inside
the party. The young Gruenbaum, who already had a reputation for bucking
authority, had acquired enemies who feared his independence of thought, his
critical bent, and his sharp tongue.®

Eliezer was born in Warsaw on November 27, 1908, a year and a half after
his older brother. He attended Tarbut, a school run in the spirit of non-
religious “general” — meaning middle-class — Zionism, and, to his bourgeois
parents’ chagrin, he and his brother joined the socialist-Zionist HaShomer
haTza'ir youth movement, which by 1930 counted eighteen thousand mem-
bers in Poland.® Both attended the movement’s “nest,” as its chapter houses
were called, on Rimarska Street, where they sang Hebrew songs and tried to
evoke a little bit of the Land of Israel in Poland. They also held mock trials of
literary characters as a means of debating issues relating to the individual’s
responsibility to himself and society, the Jewish question and its solution, the
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modern world, the Zionist pioneer movement, and democracy versus dicta-
torship. They discussed the role of youth in society, lifestyles, love, double
standards, and collective living. From time to time they attended seminars at
a training farm outside Warsaw, where they heard lectures given by the bril-
liant speakers who belonged to or were sympathetic toward the movement.
They hiked along the banks of the Vistula and in the countryside, played
pranks, and showed Polish toughs that Jewish boys weren't cowards.

The “nest” was divided into “battalions” that bore names taken from the
geography of the Land of Israel, such as Tel Hai and Merhaviah. They viewed
themselves as a “fighting, not a dreaming” force imbued with Zionist, social-
ist, and collectivist consciousness. The nest also produced many of the young
people who would, just a few years hence, become leaders of the Warsaw
ghetto uprising—among them Tusia Altman, Margalit Landau, Israel Gut-
man, and Mordechai Anielewicz.

In 1925, when he was seventeen years old, Eliezer quit HaShomer haTza'ir
to join what he viewed as the “true” Left, meaning the Communist Youth
Union of Warsaw.” His HaShomer haTza'ir friends later explained that they
had opposed Gruenbaum’s ecumenical efforts to bring HaShomer haTza'ir
into an alliance of all left-wing and Marxist forces in Poland, one that would
support the international revolutionary causes being promoted by the Com-
intern.® They demanded that he desist. It was not, they stressed, a personal
matter. Other members had also been forbidden to devote their energies and
talents to the world’s problems. Members of HaShomer haTza‘ir were ex-
pected to focus on the Jewish nation, in particular the Polish Jewish commu-
nity, as a means of realizing a full, fundamental, Zionist solution to the Jewish
dilemma. They were warned against “red assimilation” — that is, the loss of
Jewish national identity within the socialist movement. “If we disperse along
many roads, we will turn into road dust,” Anielewicz cautioned. The relation-
ships between the Jewish youth movements of the time were defined by their
overwhelmingly ideological approach to all issues, both Jewish and interna-
tional. No question was anything less than critical, and the fate of the world,
hanging as it did in the balance, seemed to them to depend on the ideological
positions they argued and carefully honed. In such an atmosphere, it was not
unusual for a member to be expelled for ideological deviation. That did not
happen to Eliezer, but he eventually concluded that HaShomer haTza‘ir’s ide-
ology was not internationalist and revolutionary enough for his tastes.

His fervent activity in HaShomer haTza'ir and afterward in the Communist
Party did not prevent Eliezer from graduating high school and matriculating
as a law student. His younger brother later related that their parents viewed
Eliezer as the most successful of the three sons. He was good-looking and
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charismatic. Girls were drawn to him, undeterred by his trademark feature, a
large bald spot that developed while he was still a teenager.”

The older Gruenbaum had cut his political chops in Poland of the 1920s,
campaigning for two goals in parallel. First, he sought full civil rights for Po-
land’s Jews in the spirit of the Helsingsfors Program adopted by a convention
of Russian Zionists in 1906, which Gruenbaum had helped draft. Second, he
promoted a Zionist solution to the anomalous status of Poland’s Jews — that
is, the resettlement of Europe’s Jews in the Land of Israel. By the time of
Eliezer’s arrest, Yitzhak Gruenbaum’s political position had begun to erode,
but many of his coreligionists still referred to him as “king of the Jews.” His
fiftieth birthday, in 1929, was celebrated in the community with a pomp and
circumstance that even some of his disciples thought bordered on a cult of
personality. In any case, both friend and foe admired his political acumen,
which he exercised over a large and demographically diverse country subject
to frequent political and economic reversals. No matter what the crisis, he
always managed to defend the interests of his constituencies.*

After being partitioned between Russia, Germany, and Austria at the end
of the eighteenth century, Poland did not again gain its independence until
the end of World War I, when a new Polish state had been constituted on the
territory of the previous Polish kingdom. But these lands were not peopled
only by Poles —about 40 percent of the new country’s population consisted
of national minorities — Ukrainians, Germans, Belarusians, and three million
Jews. The constant tensions between majority and minorities quickly undid
the patchwork quilt of the Polish state. The minorities sought autonomy,
while the Polish populace developed fierce animosity toward the non-Poles
who threatened to unravel their new country. Antisemitic nationalist and
clericalist factions that sought Polish ethnic suzerainty gained ever more sup-
port and power.

The dueling interests of so many ethnic groups paralyzed Polish pol-
itics. Governments rose and fell every few months, with a new one coming
into power no fewer than fifteen times during the republic’s first four years.
Yitzhak Gruenbaum labored to unite minority representatives in parliament
into a single political grouping that could wield serious political power, and
in 1922 became the leader of the Bloc of National Minorities. A coup d’état in
May 1926 made General Pitsudski, a war hero who had served as the republic’s
first head of state, the country’s effective strongman. He dismissed the gov-
ernment and brutally repressed all opposition.™

The country’s dire economic crisis make matters worse for the minorities,
the Jews included. The government imposed heavy taxes, which struck the
middle class in particular. On top of this, special levies were imposed on the
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Jews. The worldwide depression of 1929 came to a Poland that was already in
the midst of a severe economic downturn. A fifth of the working-age popula-
tion was unemployed.

For Poland’s Jews, the political, economic, and social catastrophe was exac-
erbated by official and unofficial antisemitism. While the government prom-
ised to honor the Polish Minority Treaty (the “Little Treaty of Versailles”),
which guaranteed the rights of all the country’s ethnic groups, the Jews in-
cluded, in practice it was ignored. The state instituted a deliberate policy of
discrimination that restricted the areas in which Jews and other minorities
could work. Only a few government jobs were open to them. The government
provided ethnic Polish businessmen with incentives and financial subsidies,
such as credit guarantees, which were not available to minority groups. Since
many Jews were self-employed artisans and merchants, they were thus disad-
vantaged against their ethnic Polish competitors. They also lost a competitive
advantage when the government forbade businesses to open on Sundays and
Christian holidays. The state also established monopolies in a large number of
sectors, further restricting the fields in which Jews could work.*

The economic situation polarized the Jewish community. A small and
angry wealthy minority faced off against the indigent masses who engaged
in peddling and small trade. About a quarter of the population required as-
sistance before holidays. The offices of community institutions and charities
were packed with merchants and small businessmen seeking aid — people
who had just recently been among the contributors to these funds. The Jews
were further weakened as they split into factions that advocated different ap-
proaches to coping with the situation.

Jews from villages and towns who had lost all they had moved into the
large cities, where their presence further fueled the flames of an already fiery
antisemitism. Hostility toward the Jewish minority soon took on institutional
form with the foundation of explicitly antisemitic political movements such
as Piast and Endek, both of them Catholic and right wing. The latter attracted
many members of the educated petite bourgeoisie as well as the working
class. The economic and social crisis was also fertile ground for the growth of
the Communist Party, which Eliezer had just joined. Yitzhak Gruenbaum, by
now an experienced political warhorse, also sought to use the crisis to shore
up his support, but the first signs of tragedy were already intruding into his
life and that of his family.

Poland’s Jews were a diverse community, culturally and politically aware
and active. No fewer than forty-four different political parties competed in
the Jewish community’s internal elections in Warsaw in 1936.'® The leader of
such a community was hardly a small fish.
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The Jews in Poland generally preferred to support a Jewish party rather
than a Polish one.* But there were a lot of Jewish parties to choose from. Some
were anti-Zionist, such as the socialist Bund and the anti-Zionist, ultrareli-
gious Agudat Israel party. The Zionist parties were divided into four groups —
left, center, right, and religious. Yitzhak Gruenbaum led the General Zionists,
a liberal centrist party that represented the middle class and white-collar
professionals. At the end of the 1920s this party enjoyed a large base of sup-
port. But by the time the Gruenbaums — father, mother, and all three sons —
left Poland, the party had lost much of its constituency. Much of the Jewish
community turned against its policies and feared that it was leading the Jews
of Poland into a dead end — or so, at least, its opponents cautioned at every
opportunity.'®

The older Gruenbaum believed that the Bloc of National Minorities, with
the support of some ten million Polish citizens, a third of the country’s pop-
ulation, could impel the government to implement the minorities charter. It
was essential, in his mind, that the Jews act as a unitary and stable political
force in this political power game.'® Polish Jews, he maintained, should never
consent to discrimination nor accommodate themselves to “moderate” or
“soft” antisemitism on the part of the state on the grounds that it was tolera-
ble and served as a pressure valve that kept public antisemitism under con-
trol. His followers said that he tried to instill his community with a refusal to
accept any kind of injustice or repression. He firmly opposed acquiescence in
a withholding of some civil rights from the Jews, on the grounds that it was
simply a step toward denying them all rights.

But some Jewish groups, such as Agudat Israel, viewed Yitzhak Gruenbaum
as an infuriatingly blatant secularist who goaded rather than ingratiated
himself with the gentile authorities. A majority of Poland’s Jews were obser-
vant —in the Jewish community elections held in Warsaw in the early 1920s,
religious parties had won a majority, and nationally, according to Agudat Isra-
el’s calculations, they accounted for 35-40 percent of the Jewish voting public.
Yet, to the chagrin of religious political leaders, Gruenbaum was dragging the
Jews, kicking and screaming, into a minorities faction at odds with the Polish
government. Even worse, the bloc was led by an extremist, secularist, and
militant Zionist, namely Gruenbaum himself.

Yitzhak Gruenbaum and his allies viewed their showing in the Polish par-
liamentary elections of 1922 as a stellar victory for their militant strategy.
They held the balance of power that enabled them to ensure the election of
Gabriel Narutowicz to the presidency, to the chagrin of the Right. But Agudat
Israel, for its part, saw it as a Pyrrhic victory, political folly, and an unsustain-
able attempt to impose Jewish autonomy on the Poles in their own land. In the
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view of this anti-Zionist religious party, the Jewish advantage would be short-
lived, and the strategy disregarded the depth of Polish antisemitism, the lim-
its of Jewish power in the Diaspora, and the inevitable fact that any Jewish
political gains would lead to a backlash that would in the end make the Jewish
position all the more tenuous. As if to prove their point, President Narutowicz
was assassinated soon after his election, his murderers declaring that they
could not accept a president of Poland elected by foreigners, members of the
country’s minorities. The assassination was followed by anti-Jewish rioting
and a boycott of Jewish businesses. Legislators introduced antisemitic bills,
some of which were passed into law, such as a law outlawing Jewish ritual
slaughter and another imposing quotas on the number of Jews in the univer-
sities. All these, the ultra-Orthodox leaders maintained, were the sad conse-
quences of Gruenbaum’s political maneuverings."”

Under the circumstances, it is not surprising that many of Gruenbaum’s
opponents were hardly sorry when Eliezer was arrested. There could be no
better proof, they thought, of the fruitless nature of the elder Gruenbaum’s
policies, the shallowness of his view of the world, and his failure to achieve
peaceful relations between the Jews and the Poles. He had even failed to en-
sure his family’s safety and happiness.

Miriam Gruenbaum maintained contact with her jailed son, traveling to
Lancicia once every two weeks. Eliezer asked her to bring him novels and
books to help him learn French and Spanish. He didn’t complain about prison
conditions, but his pale face, his rapid loss of weight, and his bent back testi-
fied to his declining health.

Nevertheless, he helped organize activities for his fellow political prison-
ers, such as morning exercises and classes in the writings of Marx and Lenin.
He had them read works of literature and led discussions of current events. In
prison he met Communist writers who helped him broaden his acquaintance
with and commitment to Communist doctrine.'®

Miriam refused to accept her husband’s advice that they all wait out the
term of Eliezer’s sentence. She resolved to use the family’s position and con-
nections to free her son. “We’ll try to get him freed for medical reasons,” she
told an influential friend of the family. Bronistaw W. Pieracki, the interior
minister in Aleksander Prystor’s new and antisemitic cabinet, was the man
who could get the thing done. Politically powerful because of his long mem-
bership in Pitsudski’s camp,'® Pieracki could open many doors. Furthermore,
his portfolio gave him authority over the police and the prison system. In the
summer of 1931, after Eliezer had served about two and a half years of his sen-
tence, conditions seemed right to obtain his freedom. Pieracki “acceded” to
a recommendation made by the prison service’s medical board that Eliezer
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Gruenbaum be freed “until he is found able to continue his sentence.”?® It was
clear to his parents that he had to be spirited out of Poland. He would not
be capable of refraining from political activity if he stayed, and subversion
would almost certainly land him in jail again.

The chosen destination was France. There was family in Paris and Greno-
ble, part of the Polish Jewish exodus to France. To head off the possibility
that Eliezer’s younger brother, Yonatan, would also run afoul of the law, the
parents had already sent him to live with Yitzhak’s sister in Paris.* Friends
of the family again helped out. A passport was quickly issued in Poland, and
a French visa obtained. A cover story was manufactured to explain the sud-
den trip. To avoid suspicion, Eliezer’s stated destination was Prague; only
from there would he set out for France. Members of the family traveled with
him to the Czechoslovakian border — Miriam wanted to make sure that he
would not run into any unexpected problems at the crossing. Furthermore,
she wanted to keep an eye on her son and prevent him from taking advantage
of the journey to contact friends in the underground. If he were caught in
the company of other Communists, there would be no way to save him.?? In
Paris, Miriam and Yitzhak hoped, their firebrand son would lead a calm and
comfortable life.
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Paris,

Fifth Arrondissement,

5 Rue Linné,

1031

ELIEZER WAS TAKEN IN BY THE Polish-Jewish Communist
Party cell in Paris. His comrades were members of the Polish Communist
Party (Komunistyczna Partia Polski—kpp) who had fled to France either
because the Polish authorities were after them or because of economic hard-
ship —and in some cases both. As usual, he had a lover, which made his ad-
justment a bit easier. He also received help from members of Main d’Oeuvre
Immigré, an immigrant workers’ trade union controlled in practice by the
French Communists. Committed to the principles of the French Revolution,
liberté, égalité, fraternité, France opened its gates to immigrant workers and,
in particular, to political exiles in need of asylum. The first wave of Eastern
European Jewish immigrants, from Russia, Romania, and Galicia, had arrived
there in the 1880s.

A second wave arrived in the 1920s, following the end of World War I. But
this time the Jews came from a different set of countries — Poland, the Bal-
tic states, Hungary, and Romania. A third wave flowed in during the 1930s,
this time from Central Europe. When Adolf Hitler came to power, Jews fled
Germany, and after the Anschluss many fled Austria as well. More came in
the wake of Kristallnacht. The result was that by the end of the 1930s, France
was home to about 90,000 French Jewish citizens and another 190,000 Jewish
aliens. About half of this latter group arrived during this turbulent decade.

The Jewish population was quite diverse, ranging from the totally assimi-
lated who exhibited no trace of their Jewish origins to those who took fierce
pride in their ethnicity. The Jewish refugees were divided by different lan-
guages and cultural practices, by their occupations, their political affiliations,
and their attitudes toward their religion and its practices. Those who had
been active leftists in Poland were, in Paris, taken in by the socialist-Zionist
factions, the Bund, and the French Communist Party (known by its French
initials, pcF). On the eve of World War II more than ninety Jewish periodicals
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were published in France. Of these, thirty-six were in the Yiddish language,
two of which, the Naye Prese and the Parizer Heint, came out daily. Of course,
some of these publications appeared for only a short time.

The pcF, founded in December 1920, attracted intellectuals, artists, and
writers, but its membership and leadership were drawn predominantly from
the proletariat. By 1923 the party’s leadership had realized that if it wanted to
absorb the Eastern European newcomers it needed a more flexible structure.
To make membership easier for the refugees, it supplemented the party’s
central nucleus in the capital with larger circles. One was a Jewish cell that
is estimated to have had two hundred to three hundred members. Beyond
that, there were cells and branches located in the city’s quarters, built around
immigrants from different countries of origin, such as Polish and Roma-
nian cells.

These latter cells made up the Main d’Oeuvre Immigré, the Foreign Work
Force.? It operated among Paris’s indigent workers, in the neighborhoods in
which they lived, incorporating members of different occupations. Among
them were leatherworkers, cobblers, tailors, clock repairmen, woodworkers,
makers of cane chairs, and carpenters, as well as the headstone makers cen-
tered on the Pére Lachaise cemetery. These craftsmen worked, for the most
part, in tiny, bare, dark workshops in the northern, southern, and eastern
quarters. The pcF was a powerful presence in these areas, creating what was
called at the time Paris’s “Red Belt.”®

The complex structure of the pcF and its satellite organizations was re-
flected in the plethora of publications they produced. The Naye Prese, which
commenced publication on January 1, 1934, was the most important. We do
not know what newspaper Eliezer first associated himself with and when he
began to write for it, but he was well aware that journalism was an import-
ant way of gaining influence in his new milieu. Two pictures emerge from
what he wrote and told his family. In one version, he joined the staff of a
Polish-language newspaper that, according to its editors, had a circulation of
about nine thousand. This newspaper ran on a deficit, which its workers had
to make up from their own pockets. Eliezer used some of the money that his
mother sent him, initially from Poland and later from Palestine, for this pur-
pose. Miriam meant him to use the money to continue his legal studies.* “My
first series of articles,” Eliezer wrote to his parents, “was on Paris’s wealthy
people.”®

The other version comes from his younger brother, who wrote that Eliezer
founded a new newspaper. It was targeted at the tens of thousands of Poles
who had moved to Paris in the period between the two world wars to work in
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France’s mines and on its farms.® This Polish-language newspaper was writ-
ten in a light and attractive style and managed to break even. Among other
things, Eliezer wrote for it an anti-Nazi spy novel in installments.”

Eliezer met his girlfriend, Bronke Gurfinkel, at a meeting of a cell made
up of Polish Jews, and a short while later they moved in with each other in an
apartment they rented for sixty francs a month at the edge of the Fifth Arron-
dissement, across from the Jardin des Plantes and next to a small zoo filled
with the noise of small children. Nearby, on rue des Arénes, was a small park
containing the nearly complete remains of a Roman amphitheater, where the
neighborhood’s elderly residents played at boules. They bought the little they
needed for their modest lifestyle at the local open-air market on rue Mouffe-
tard, one of Paris’s oldest, situated right next to their home. Their best friends
were other young couples out to change the world and certain that commu-
nism was the way to do so—among them Yosef (Yossel) Dorembus and his
wife, Paula, as well as Yankel (Jacques) Handelsman and his wife, Bella.

Eliezer managed to complete his law studies, passing his final examina-
tions on July 31, 1935. In June and July 1936 he passed the French bar exams and
received his license to practice law. Before being forced to leave France he also
studied political economics, receiving a degree in this field in May 1939.°

His parents had reached Paris in 1932. Yitzhak Gruenbaum left Poland
disappointed and frustrated.” All political parties feared for the present and
offered, each in its own way, hopes for a brighter future. The result was a
major reorganization of the political map. The Bund grew stronger. David
Ben-Gurion pressed his party to take over the leadership of the worldwide
Zionist movement with the support of the Jewish masses in Poland. His major
rival, Ze'ev Jabotinsky, who had a large following in that country, sought to do
the same. Both Ben-Gurion's Mapai and Jabotinsky’s Revisionists encroached
on the support of the center parties that the elder Gruenbaum represented.
Gruenbaum, for his part, sensed that no one was listening to him. On June 23,
1932, he rejected an invitation to attend the Polish Zionist Congress, signaling
to his colleagues that this chapter in his life was over.

In Paris, Yitzhak joined his two younger sons (the eldest was living on a
kibbutz in Palestine) and his sister, as well as his old friend Marc Jarblum
(Yarblum) one of the founders of the socialist-Zionist Poalei Zion party in
Poland. He had been in Paris since 1907. Yitzhak had been acting editor of
the Polish-Yiddish-Zionist Heint. But throughout his years in Poland, state
censorship had prevented him from publishing reports of violations of Jew-
ish rights and of antisemitism, and protests against these.'® In Paris, he and
other writers from that newspaper founded and wrote in a new incarnation
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of the newspaper, the Parizer Heint, which became the voice of the Polish Jew-
ish immigrants in Paris. It stood ready to serve Yitzhak as a toehold in his new
city, a platform on which he could again display his polemical skills —now
free of censorship. But this did not happen. A year later Yitzhak and his wife
decided to go to Palestine. Their youngest son followed a short time later. But
Eliezer remained in Paris along with his Communist comrades."
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Spain,

March
1938-1939

ON MARCH 3, 1938, ELIEZER boarded a train at the Gare de
Lyon, the huge and colorful train station on Paris’s east side. His official
destination was Perpignan, a city on the border with Spain,* but his real ob-
jective was to insinuate himself over the border and sign up for combat in
the Spanish Civil War.? Thousands of foreign nationals — intellectuals, writ-
ers, poets, romantics, and adventurers — were volunteering to fight on the
Republican side. Others arrived as journalists and observers.> Most of them
were convinced that the war was an essential part of the rearguard battle that
the forces of good in the free world were fighting against the Nazi-fascist tide.
The first battles between the opposing armies had been fought on July 17-
20, 1936. The forces of the Right, supported by the church and joined by most
of the army’s best units, rebelled against the government. They disavowed any
duty to support the official Spanish government, a center-left coalition that
had taken power the previous February with a bare majority in parliament.
That government, they claimed, was a sham, serving as a front for workers’
militias that had organized under the sponsorship of the proletarian Left.
These forces, said the Right, were destroying Spain’s economic and industrial
infrastructure. Anarchy and terror has spread throughout the country, the
state was crumbling, and the government was but a fig leaf concealing from
the English and French the unofficial dictatorship of the proletariat.* “Bet-
ter to destroy Madrid than to leave it in the hands of the Marxists,” declared
General Francisco Franco, the rebels’ leader. The archbishop of Salamanca,
Franco’s provisional capital, explained that “the Jews and the Freemasons
have poisoned the national soul with absurd doctrines.”®
Spain quickly spiraled into vicious bloodshed.® Many of the parties had an
interest in war. For the Communists, it was a way of enhancing their influence
worldwide; Moscow supported the Spanish partisans via the Comintern, en-
abling it to present the Spanish conflict as an international cause that would
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lead to the establishment of a worldwide proletarian front. For party cells in
countries like Poland, where Communists were pariahs, the Spanish struggle
provided inspiration and enthusiasm and helped bring in new recruits. It re-
inforced revolutionary consciousness, unity, and discipline. For both Moscow
and other Communist parties, it provided a springboard for taking control
of other left-wing factions and organizations and coloring them strongly
red. The enlistment office in Paris, run by a Soviet colonel, Karol “Walter”
Swierczewski, launched a process of “fusion and finishing.”’

The Spanish conflict was also an attractive cause for the noncommunist
Left, veterans of strikes, demonstrations, and “hunger marches” in many
countries. They viewed the civil war in Spain as a continuation of their own
campaigns against real or imagined exploiters of the working class. Roman-
tics, who longed to do something and to change the world, found in Spain
something to latch on to. As Arthur Koestler wrote, for bohemians, intellectu-
als, and leftists, Spain was Greenwich Village on a revolutionary junket.

For the many Jews who volunteered to fight, the Spanish Civil War was
a front in the campaign against Europe’s burgeoning fascism, Nazism, and
antisemitism. The open support lent to Franco by Nazi Germany, fascist Italy,
and Portugal under dictator Anténio Salazar helped cloud the fact that Franco’s
movement did not accord with the strict definitions of fascism, Nazism, and
antisemitism. But that hardly mattered if, like Eliezer Gruenbaum, you were
Jewish, romantic, and a Communist as well; Spain offered all you could ask for.

For Jews of all camps, volunteering to fight in Spain was a way of shattering
negative stereotypes. Conventional wisdom, among both Jews and gentiles,
was that the Jew did not fight. The Jew shut himself up inside his synagogue
to be martyred when the sanctuary was set afire. Furthermore, the fact that
the Jews, expelled from Spain in 1492, were now returning as freedom fight-
ers, brought color to the cheeks of the new activist Jews of the 1930s. It was a
modern, secular, just, and enlightened Crusade. Few expected that the com-
missars and enforcers of political correctness circulating among them were
in fact on the hunt for “spies” and other provocateurs for their blacklists. No
one knew that some of the political supervisors could be so cruel.?

The idea of systematically recruiting fighters for the Republican cause
was proposed by Communist leaders a short time after the conflict broke out.
The Communist leadership in France and Spain were the principal advocates.
Stalin gave his consent, perhaps mostly as a way of getting foreign Commu-
nists in the ussr off his back. The final obstacle was Spain’s prime minister,
Francisco Largo Caballero, who at the end of 1936 finally endorsed the estab-
lishment of the International Brigades.’

But the first volunteers were already in Spain, having arrived just a few
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days after fighting broke out. Several hundred non-Spanish leftists offered
their help to the elected government. Some of them had been in Barcelona
when hostilities broke out, where they had been participating in the alter-
native Olympic games that had been organized there in protest against the
official games in Berlin.*°

According to the experts, some thirty-five to forty thousand volunteers
from as many as fifty-five different countries fought in the war. But volun-
teers came and went, and many died, so at any given moment no more than
half that number were actually serving in the ranks, and many fewer toward
the end of the war. Eliezer and his fellows seem to have reached Spain to-
ward the end of the war, when there was a need for reinforcements. Over the
course of the war, about seven thousand of the volunteers came from France.
Another sixteen hundred came from Belgium and Holland, about five thou-
sand from Poland, three thousand from the United States, two thousand from
Britain, sixteen hundred from Yugoslavia, and five thousand from Germany
and Austria. Approximately three hundred came from Palestine, mostly Jews
but also Arabs and Armenians. A few came from Ethiopia, which was suffer-
ing under Italian occupation.” The Soviet Union tightened its hold over these
forces via the senior officers it sent to France. Mothers and wives who came to
search for loved ones from whom they had not heard remained and served as
nurses and aides in battlefield hospitals.*

The war lasted thirty-two months, marked by massacres, rape, the slaugh-
ter of prisoners, and indiscriminate aerial bombings and shelling. The vol-
unteers were badly equipped and badly commanded. Their units, at least
during the first part of the war, were not proper military formations.'® They
suffered heavy losses, largely because most of the volunteers were not trained
soldiers. Further casualties were caused by the weather, especially the furious
heat and disruptions in the supply of water to the front line. The Republican
forces, as those loyal to the government were called, lacked armored units and
an air force to match Franco’s. They were sent out on hopeless charges, strafed
by machine guns, against well-defended enemy positions. Commanders and
“military advisers” pushed for hopeless attacks, ostensibly to improve morale
but actually for propaganda purposes. In retrospect, some of the volunteers
reported that, in certain engagements, the Spanish forces used the volunteers
as cannon fodder. Between a fifth and a quarter of the volunteers were killed;
large numbers were wounded, for a total casualty rate of about 50 percent.**
On the other side, the rebel forces included some sixty thousand African mer-
cenaries, forty thousand of whom were Moroccans, paid for by funds given to
Franco by Germany and Italy.'® These forces made a significant contribution
to the bloodbath.
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By most estimates, a full fifth of the volunteers were Jewish. Jews were
naturally inclined, of course, to sign up to fight against the Nazis’ allies, and
many were aligned with the Left. Between sixty-five hundred and eight thou-
sand Jews volunteered to fight in Spain, among them socialists, Communists,
Bundists, and Zionists. Jews also made up nearly a third of the American
contingent. This disproportionate number of Jews who volunteered from all
countries is remarkable by any standard.*

Some of them came directly from their home countries, while others were
already exiles or on the run from persecution, and thus came to Spain from
places of temporary refuge. Unsurprisingly, Jews made up a particularly large
proportion of the volunteers’ medical corps —a full 70 percent. In some of
the field hospitals the working language was Yiddish.'” The Polish Thirteenth
Brigade, known as the Dombrowski Brigade, included a Jewish company
named after Naftali Botwin, and it was there that Eliezer served.

Jewish volunteers also came from Palestine. But not everyone in the Yishuv
was happy to see Jewish men and women setting out to fight in Spain. At the
time, a huge gulf separated the Palestinian Communist movement from any-
thing that reeked of Zionism. The Zionist parties found themselves growing
ever more distant from those who were gradually coming to define them-
selves as non-Zionists or anti-Zionists.

Eliezer left Paris on his way to Spain at the beginning of March 1938, some
two years after the war began. Why so late? Apparently he decided to volunteer
in response to calls for reinforcements for the Botwin Company, which had
been decimated in battles at the end of 1937 and the beginning of 1938. He may
also have been motivated by the link between the Spanish conflict and the po-
litical needs of the Jewish Communists within the Parisian Jewish community.

Yonatan Gruenbaum later related that his brother left for Spain with a
group of Jewish Communist volunteers led by Jacques Kaminski.*® But in an-
other account Eliezer left for Spain in 1936 as a war correspondent. “I watch,
listen, and write,” he wrote to his parents in the summer of 1938.* Like all
the volunteers, he had to make his way over the Spanish border undetected
by French and rebel guards enforcing the embargo that had been imposed on
Spain and the international agreements that applied to the warring parties.?®
The volunteers were then taken to boot camp in Albecete, where they were
trained in cavalry charges, artillery, and basic infantry skills. Discipline was
tight. For several months, at least in the case of the first wave of volunteers,
the members of the International Brigades were confined to their bases and
underwent grueling training. When Eliezer and his companions arrived from
France, there was no longer time for such intensive preparation, and training
was reduced to a short period, perhaps of only a few days.
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Whether short or long, their instruction included a brief course of ideo-
logical indoctrination that ended with a celebration and the volunteers taking
an oath: “I volunteer for the International Brigades because my enemies, the
fascists, are the enemies of the Spanish people, because I know that if fascism
is victorious in Spain, it will come tomorrow to my country and my home. . ..
I will fight to the last drop of my blood to save the freedom of Spain and the
entire world.”*! After this preparation, the volunteers were dispersed to their
units. Eliezer’s company was, according to one source, an antitank unit.??
When he reached his unit, the Polish Brigade was already battle-weary and
very scarred. The Jews involved, both those among the fighting forces in Spain
itself and those of the Jewish party cells in their home countries, had lobbied
hard to be treated like other volunteer units based on national affiliation, and
this had brought results. On December 12, 1937, in the city of Tardadientes on
the Aragon front, the Jewish Naftali Botwin Company had been founded.?®

As in other International Brigade units, the Jewish company had been
named after a symbol of the struggle for equality and opposition to tyranny.
Ludwig Renn, a German pacifist writer and deputy commander of the Thir-
teenth Brigade,®* had suggested at the time that it be called the Bar Kokhba
company, after the leader of the Jewish rebellion against the Romans in the
second century AD, but several Communist Jews, chief among them Gershon
Dua-Admani and Eugeniusz Szir, opposed this, perhaps because Bar Kokhba
had already been adopted by the Zionists as a national hero. They preferred
naming the unit for Botwin, who came from a new and, most importantly,
different semantic and symbolic field, and they prevailed.?® On the occasion
of the founding of the Botwin Company, the commander of the Dombrowski
Brigade, Janek Barvinski, and its commissar, Stach Matuszczak, issued a spe-
cial order of the day:*®

Today . . . the Naftali Botwin Company has been added to our glorious family of
fighters against fascism.

Ever since we first trod on Spanish soil, we have done what all [the Interna-
tional Brigades] have done, first as a company, then as a battalion, and now as a
brigade — Poles, Germans, Ukrainians, Belarusians, Jews, Hungarians, Spanish,
and others — in brotherhood.

The common struggle, the common blood that has flowed, have toughened
our ranks and taught us to value and love each other. . . .

Among all the volunteers, especially in the Dombrowski Brigade, the Jewish
volunteers have stood out with their heroism, fighting spirit, and devotion to the
struggle against fascism.

At the outskirts of Madrid, at Guadalajara, at Brunete, everywhere where
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our brigade has fought . . . the Jewish volunteers have fought at the front line,
serving as exemplars of heroism and anti-fascist consciousness. On the basis of
our intention to underline the large number and great importance of the Jewish
volunteers in the Dombrowski Brigade, and in memory of the Jewish warriors
who have fallen for freedom, we have resolved that the second company of the
Palafox Polish Heroes’ Battalion will be, from this point forward, named after
Naftali Botwin. . ..

Botwin . . . gave his young life for the struggle against the forces of reaction
and fascism. He fought bravely and died a hero’s death . . . his name is a symbol
and his life an emblem of the struggle for your freedom as Jews and our freedom
as human beings. He is a symbol of international solidarity and the brotherhood
of humanity.

Atitslargest, 150 Jews from Poland, France, Belgium, and the Yishuv served
in the Botwin Company. It also included two Palestinian Arabs, one of whom
spoke Yiddish. The company was put together from two sources. The first
was Jews who had previously served in the Brigade’s Second Battalion, named
after José Rebolledo de Palafox y Melci, hero of the siege of Saragossa in the
Napoleonic wars. The rest were Jews who had completed their brief training
period but had not yet been assigned to a fighting force.?” Members of the unit
spoke Yiddish, Polish, Spanish, and Ladino, and like every military unit, the
Botwin Company needed an insignia, flag, and anthem. They designed a flag
emblazoned in large letters “The Naftali Botwin Company” and the name of
their brigade, “Palafox Brigade,” along with the motto “For Our Freedom and
for Your Freedom” in Spanish, Polish, and Yiddish. At the center of the flag
was a three-pointed star, the symbol of the International Brigades.

As one might expect in a force composed more of intellectuals than profes-
sional soldiers, the company put out a newspaper, in Yiddish. The first three
issues came out under the name Frayheyts Kemfer, and the subsequent four
under the name Botwin. Y. Lekhter, who had been a writer for the Naye Prese,
served as editor. The first issue appeared on December 30, 1937, with the last
of the seven issues being dated November 3, 1938. It served to reinforce morale
and as a means of disseminating propaganda. At first it was handwritten and
reproduced by stencil. Afterward a Hebrew typewriter was obtained from the
University of Barcelona. Jewish soldiers in other battalions complained that
there were not enough copies. They also wanted to read the newspaper, which
they felt “should become the organ of all Jewish freedom fighters in Spain.”
That did not happen. Brigade commanders may have feared bolstering Jewish
nationalism to a point that might exceed what was appropriate for devout
Communists.?®
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Prior to the arrival of Eliezer and his companions, the Botwin Company
had taken part in several bitter battles. On February 12-13, 1938, it had been
nearly wiped out at the battle of Extremadura. The generous estimates are
that 20 out of its 120 soldiers survived, but other accounts say only 12. In the
first wave of charges, the cavalry slaughtered the volunteers. The survivors
were reinforced with new volunteers, and the company went on to fight on
the Aragon front, taking part in the battles of Belchite, Lesera, and Kaspe.
From there the company participated in another series of battles at Lérida, on
the Ebro River front, and elsewhere.?” Some number the company’s casualties
throughout its existence in the thousands, attributing this to the lack of suf-
ficient pre-combat training and faulty arms and gear. Before going into battle
they were told, “The fascists have lots of arms, kill them and take their weap-
ons.” According to one source, only 10 of the company’s 120 men had rifles.*

The company’s commanders were among those killed. Company Com-
mander Karol Gutman was killed in battle on February 13, 1938, at Extre-
madura. His replacement, Leon Rubinstein, was wounded at Kespe along
with Moshe Misha Reger, the latter being the nom de guerre of Commissar
Eugeniusz (Gershon?) Szir. Another commander was Moshe Safir, an Amer-
ican Jew who had originally served in the Abraham Lincoln Brigade. He was
brought in to replace the wounded commanders, but was wounded himself
in the battle of Lérida, afterward dying of his injuries. He was succeeded at
the end of March 1938 by Emanuel Mink, at which time the company received
reinforcements and returned to its original strength of 120 men. Mink went
to the Botwin Company along with Eliezer. He had received the new recruits
at the training base, rushed them through basic training in anticipation of
coming battles, and then returned to his command of the company following
Safir’s death.*

At the end of April 1938 the Botwin Company was transferred to the Ebro
River front, and at the end of May it was sent to a mustering area in the Pradel
region, where it relieved another unit and prepared itself for the anticipated
battle at Ebro. During this time the company invested time and effort in ex-
panding and enriching its cultural activities. Mink was sent to an advanced
course and was replaced by Moshe Halbersberg. He was killed at the battle of
Ebro, and Mink was called back to resume command of the force. He managed
to serve in this position for only a brief time before being wounded. Alexan-
der Szerman replaced him.*

Another soldier in the company was David Szmulewski. Like Eliezer, he
had been born in Poland. At the beginning of the 1930s he emigrated to Pal-
estine, where he joined the Communist Party. Like other Palestinian Commu-
nists, he was arrested by the British and deported to Poland. When the civil
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war broke out, he set out for Spain and joined the volunteers. After the war
he fled with his comrades to France, where he was arrested. When the Nazis
conquered France he, like other Jews, Mink among them, was interred in a
French concentration camp. Sometime later he was sent to Auschwitz, where
he joined the Communist underground.

On September 21, 1938, Juan Negrin, who had replaced Largo Caballero as
prime minister in May of the previous year, ordered the dissolution of the In-
ternational Brigades and their evacuation from Spain. His hope was that the
rebels would respond by sending away their Nazi German and Italian Fascist
auxiliaries, enabling Spain to embark on the road to ending the war under
international supervision. But the response did not come. Hundreds of thou-
sands of soldiers, among them the members of the Botwin Company, fought
on the banks of the Ebro for four months. It was the company’s last battle.

Thousands of disarmed volunteers wearing red carnations marched
through the streets of Barcelona for the last time on November 15, 1938. The
Botwin Company, however, remained in Spain even after the announcement
that the International Brigades were being disbanded, both to secure the re-
treat of the loyalist troops, which had decided cross the French border out of
Spain, and because some of the soldiers, in particular the German and Italian
Jews, had nowhere to return to.

Those that remained joined other veterans of the International Brigades
and founded a new fighting force under the command of Henrik Torunczyk.**
This contingent guarded the Spanish civilians and remnants of the Republi-
can army that chose to withdraw to the border town of Parafruel and from
there to seek refuge in France. Some of them lived in makeshift camps on the
border of France for several years. Others, those who were able to go home,
did so. Still others joined up with a variety of resistance forces, disappear-
ing in Spain, Belgium, and even Poland and the Soviet Union.** The British,
fearing that battle-tested Marxists could be a threat to their rule, hunted
down those volunteers who tried to return home to Palestine. Most were not
allowed to return in the first place. These refugees from the Yishuv ended up
in France, the United States, or South America. Others went to Poland and
then reentered Palestine as pioneer immigrants. But they were compelled to
live under assumed names and to keep their service in Spain a secret for as
long as the British were in charge.

Eliezer enlisted in Torunczyk’s force, remaining in Spain until the leftist
factions in beleaguered and starving Madrid began to fight each other. The
fascists had not succeeded in taking the capital during the war, but on March
28, 1939, it finally fell to them. Eliezer and his comrades were indignant. “If
it were up to me, I would make war a required subject at school. . . . Only
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someone who has seen war knows how to value life,” he wrote to his parents.
Like many of his companions, he was disillusioned because their exertions
had not roused the masses. “The bleeding hearts in Europe thought that by
contributing ten francs a month they were doing their duty to us. Now they’ll
pay the full price — but, unfortunately, we will, too.”*¢

He left Spain as an experienced but bitterly disappointed soldier, and with
a nom de guerre: Leon Berger. In the lists of soldiers in the brigades he was
also named Albert, Gruenbaum, and Aka, perhaps a distortion of Itche, his
nickname in his family. Those sources also state that he was murdered by the
fascists in the Kielce pogrom of 1946, in Poland.*’

It is easy to understand why he changed his name. Many like him did the
same, but it was not just a romantic matter —an underground organization
requires false names. In his particular case, his association with his father, a
famous but controversial Zionist leader, was a problem, in particular among
his fellow Communists in Spain. But why did he take the name Leon Berger?
Was it his choice? Or was it a name given him by his friends?
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Saint-Cyprien,

Paris, Les Tourelles,
Beaune-la-Rolande,

France, 1939-1942

AFTER CROSSING INTO FRANCE, Eliezer and his stateless
comrades were sent to the internment camp at Saint-Cyprien, pending deter-
mination of their cases. They realized that they had left France illegally, but
as far as they were concerned they had done so to fight for the forces of good.
That being the case, they maintained that, now that the war in Spain was over,
they deserved, despite their lack of citizenship, to be allowed to reestablish
their residence in France. Wasn't it only natural for a European country with
along-standing revolutionary heritage to allow them to do so? But the French
authorities and the gendarmerie thought differently.! The unit that had been
put together from the remains of the Botwin Company and other Interna-
tional Brigades soldiers had secured the northern retreat of Republican forces
and their supporters, serving as a rearguard for some half a million refugees
who fled into France. The French authorities established several hastily built
internment camps to hold these expatriates — not just at Saint-Cyprien, but
also at Gurs, Argeles, and Le Vernet. The latter held those brigade fighters
and Spanish refugees that the French considered the most dangerous. Some
brigade soldiers were sent to a camp in southern Algeria, including all the
volunteers who had come from that country. In some of the camps conditions
were harsh.? While the camps were originally set up to take in refugees from
Spain, they would, within less than a year, serve as concentration camps for
the many Jews being arrested by the French.® The Jewish-German artist Felix
Nussbaum, flushed out by the Nazis from his hiding place in Belgium, was
among those sent to the camp, where he painted a series of canvases docu-
menting life there.

Once again, Miriam Gruenbaum came to her son’s rescue. This time she
had to travel a much greater distance — she left Jerusalem for Paris, as her
youngest son, Yonatan, said, “to free the boy,” a boy who was now thirty-one.
In Paris she knocked on government doors, and once again she was able to
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enlist the aid of influential friends and acquaintances. Marc Jarblum, the old
family friend, was as always ready to help. In the end, Miriam’s campaign
succeeded. Eliezer was permitted to return to Paris. In March 1939, exactly a
year after leaving for Spain, he returned to rue Linné to finish up his political
economy degree. He received his diploma two months later.*

He also resumed his Communist activities, returned to his newspaper job,
and reunited with Bronke. But this normal life was interrupted by war just a
few months later. Hitler invaded Poland on September 1, and two days after
that Britain and France declared war on Germany. For some months little hap-
pened in what was then called the Phony War, but that was just a calm before
the storm of a conflict of unprecedented proportions.

But before all this happened, in August, Eliezer’s father asked him about
his plans and tried to persuade him to join the rest of the family in Palestine.
Like other Zionist leaders, Yitzhak Gruenbaum traveled to Geneva that month
to attend a packed Zionist Congress over which the threat of war hovered.
During the final week, delegates received urgent cables calling on them to
return home. Many left before the congress adjourned, fearing that borders
would be closed. The congress’s standing committee had decided a few days
previously to cut the congress short by a week. But then Chaim Weizmann,
president of the Zionist Organization, appeared before the standing com-
mittee on Thursday, August 24, and proposed that the congress be adjourned
that very night and not the next day, and his proposal was accepted. Yitzhak,
fearful and yet hopeful, had already invited his son to meet him in Geneva.®
Eliezer again chose to stay in Europe. He consciously and freely chose “red
assimilation.”

When he returned to Paris, Eliezer volunteered for the French army. At this
time, a Communist’s enlistment in a Western army was equivalent to shatter-
ing an entire squadron of idols. The Soviet Union, his ideological motherland,
had signed a treaty of nonaggression with Nazi Germany in which the two
countries agreed to partition Poland once again. The Molotov-Ribbentrop
Pact enabled Germany to invade Poland almost unhindered. It also forced
devout Communists like Eliezer into ideological contortions that even the
former Soviet people’s commissar for foreign affairs, Maxim Litvinov, a Jew,
had difficulty with.® Eliezer, who had already displayed a penchant for inter-
preting Communist doctrine in his own way, did not feel bound by the pact.
He wanted to serve in the army of a nation preparing to fight the German-
Soviet axis.”

But the French were willing to accept him only into the Foreign Legion.
Eliezer refused, and instead enlisted, on January 20, 1940, in the Polish army
organized by Wladystaw Sikorski, prime minister of the Paris-based Polish
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government-in-exile. This, too, constituted defiance of party discipline. But
on June 17, France capitulated to Germany after six weeks of combat. Ger-
many occupied northern France and set up a puppet regime, headquartered
in Vichy and led by Marshal Philippe Pétain, a hero of World War I, to rule in
the south. The Polish army relocated to England. Its French units were dis-
banded, and Eliezer was again a veteran rather than a soldier. He refused to
flee France with the Polish army, preferring to resume Communist activity
in Paris, this time underground. He moved to 8 rue Victor Cousin, closer to
the Sorbonne and the Luxembourg Gardens, in the heart of the city’s Latin
Quarter.®

France’s Jews suddenly found themselves living under a totalitarian Nazi
regime. They, like France’s other inhabitants, had lost all hope that Hitler
could be held back. Most of the ruling elite and the public placed almost mys-
tical faith in the fatherly figure of Pétain.

On July 11, citing a decision of the previous day, Pétain assumed legislative,
judicial, and executive powers in order, he said, to reshape the character of
France, “purge” it of what his supporters called the “heritage of the Enlight-
enment and the Revolution,” the “refuse” of liberalism, socialism, democracy,
and universalism. Only eighty out of the seven hundred members of the Na-
tional Assembly dared vote against what they termed a putsch.’

The Vichy regime’s supporters included traditional antisemites from
the extreme Right, members of any number of conservative, Catholic, and
anti-Enlightenment and antirevolutionary organizations. The regime was
also supported by large parts of the bourgeois Right, who remembered with
rancor the Popular Front government of 1936-1938, led by the Jewish socialist
Léon Blum. They viewed the Vichy government’s policies as a needed antidote
to the Front’s left-wing legislation.'® Supported by this coalition of forces, in
the summer of 1940 Pétain and his prime minister, Pierre Laval, pursued an
antisemitic policy that quickly removed Jews from public life, culture, science,
administration, and the law. Jews were required to register with the interior
ministry, and their property was confiscated."

But the picture grew grimmer as the differences between French sanctions
and the German policy of terror and murder became evident. The German ad-
ministration in the north decided, in June 1942, to require all Jews to wear yel-
low Stars of David. But, with the overwhelming support of the French public,
the Vichy government refused to impose the same requirement in the south.
When, that same spring and summer, the Germans began hunting down Jews
and sending them to death camps in Poland, the French were appalled and
expressed compassion and empathy for the Jews. The popularity of the Vichy
regime declined. As the French grew more critical of the Germans and of the
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Vichy government’s collaboration with the Nazis, they displayed greater will-
ingness to help Jews.'?

The Germans told the Vichy regime to annul the citizenship of all French
Jews so that they could be deported to death camps, but the French refused
categorically. Even Laval opposed such a move, resisting pressure from both
the Nazis and extreme French antisemites and collaborators.'® In November,
when Allied forces invaded North Africa, the Germans moved into previously
unoccupied southern France. Yet even then the Vichy regime continued to
oppose the yellow badge and, in particular, as the destination and fate of
those shipped to the east came to be known, the deportation of Jewish citi-
zens. The Germans continued to affirm that they viewed themselves as bound
by the armistice agreement with France, meaning that they recognized the
authority of the Vichy government and took its wishes into account. It was in
the German interest not to impel the French authorities to resist the German
occupation or to cause Pétain to decamp to Allied-controlled North Africa.
The German occupation of France thus remained less onerous than the Nazi
regime in Poland.'* But it was only Jews who held French citizenship who
benefited. The 150,000 Jews in France who were foreign nationals were prey
to the Nazis’ talons. The French regime arrested and interred them, and then
handed them over to the Germans.

When roundups commenced in Paris, people could easily deny that Jews
were being arrested simply because they were Jews. For example, British
subjects, including Jews from the Yishuv, were arrested and interred in the
Romainville fort just outside Paris. Several dozen Zionist activists were im-
prisoned at Les Tourelles. Communists were also rounded up on charges of
illegal political activity. Even the detention of Jewish immigrants could be at-
tributed to the fact that they were not French nationals. Jews who didn’t trust
such excuses and felt threatened moved to the city’s outer suburbs. It was
hard to disregard the rumors that mass arrests were around the corner.'® But
the authorities deliberately used methods that misled the Jews. In the spring
of 1941 they sent out more than six thousand orders to report to clubs, sports
facilities, or schools for “identity checks.” In response, 3,710 Jews, mostly of
Polish extraction, reported as ordered. Those who had received the order
were detained, and those who had accompanied them were told to go home to
bring the detainees their personal effects. The detainees were then taken by
bus to the Austerlitz train station, from which they were sent by special train
to camps in Pithiviers'® and Beaune-la-Rolande, in the department of Loiret,
south of Paris."”

Eliezer was picked up by the police on April 1, 1941. Like other Communists,
he was also told that he was being arrested for his underground activity and
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for his participation in the Spanish Civil War.*® In his case, the destination was
Les Tourelles camp, an army base'® located in Paris that had been converted
into a concentration camp for Jews and opponents of the regime. On May 15,
1941, he was transferred, along with other Polish Jews, to Beaune-la-Rolande.?®

Despite his prison stay in Poland and his combat experience in Spain,
it was not easy to readjust to camp conditions. Behind barbed wire he reg-
istered, handed over his money and his identification papers, and made his
way, along with his fellow prisoners, to the wooden barracks that were now
his home. There he slept on thin straw mattresses placed on wooden bunks,
with at most a single blanket. There were only the most rudimentary sanitary
facilities, and a diet of 125 grams of bread and a bowl of turnip soup per day.
Clothes and shoes were in short supply, especially in the winter. The camp
routine consisted of morning and evening inspections separated by hours of
labor. The work included chores involved with the maintenance of the camp,
and infrastructure work, such as road paving, in the camp or nearby. Veterans
of the French army and the fathers of large families could work on nearby
farms. Some of the workers even earned a small amount of money for their
labor. During Eliezer’s first months at the camp prisoners were allowed to re-
ceive one letter a week, which had to be written in French so that it could be
censored by the prison authorities; two packages a month, which were care-
fully searched; and short visits.*

Several friends of Eliezer’s were interred with him at Beaune-la-Rolande:
Jjziykléar Oléar, Martin Steg, Daniel Finkelkraut, Jacques Furmanski, and
Léon (Leib) Epstein. Some of them had been members of the Polish Commu-
nist cell in Paris, others knew Eliezer from Warsaw, and still others had been
comrades-in-arms in Spain. Also in the camp were German-born members of
the Communist Party such as Hermann Dymanski, Walter Ballas, Max Wilner,
and Walli. The group elected Eliezer chief of their prison block and later to be
“camp head.” He functioned as a first among equals, chairing a committee set
up by the camp’s Jews and serving as their delegate to the camp authorities.
The committee chose an executive that included two other members in ad-
dition to Eliezer, both Parisian Communists — Sznajder, who held the title of
organizational secretary of the Polish Communist cell in Paris, and another
member of that cell, Wikrowiecki. The three members of the committee were
party to the secret preparations for the next stage, when they learned from
party headquarters in Paris that they were to be deported from France.?

The overt and covert political battle between the different parties to which
the Jews belonged seeped into the camp life, and each faction strove to pre-
serve its influence. Thus, having organized the prisoners and having been
selected as their leadership, Eliezer and his colleagues thought it essential
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to present a united and determined front toward the camp administration
and toward all the Jewish prisoners. The standing of the Jewish section of
the French Communist Party had begun to wane years earlier, at least since
the spring of 1937.® Now they worked to improve the daily lives of the pris-
oners, seeking better food, more mail privileges, and respect for Jewish re-
ligious practices for those who observed them. They also sought to support
prisoners’ families, which were suffering from the loss of their breadwinners.
The leadership also organized wide-ranging cultural activities that included
lectures on current events in French and Yiddish and classes in foreign lan-
guages, geography, and history. They also sponsored exercise groups, a choir,
a drama club, a sewing workshop, and even an art exhibition. Eliezer had the
benefit of his prior prison and battle experience, not to mention his natural
leadership skills.

The prisoners at the camp marked French, Jewish, and Communist holi-
days. On July 14 they celebrated Bastille Day, on November 11 the anniversary
of the Bolshevik Revolution,* and on May 1 International Workers Day — May
Day. Eliezer and his comrades also published an underground newsletter re-
porting developments culled from Allied radio stations. The newsletter was
carefully and confidently handwritten in fifty copies that were distributed
among the barracks. They served as the basis for organized discussions of
camp and larger political issues.?®

In April 1942 Eliezer and his colleagues received new instructions from
the Communist Party in Paris. They were told to organize prison breaks that
would allow as many Jews as possible to flee the camp. By October, 377 pris-
oners had escaped Beaune-la-Rolande. The prison administration punished
those who remained by taking away the few privileges they had. In May 1942
Eliezer was supposed to escape himself, but the attempt failed, and he was
separated from his group, his privileges were revoked, and he was placed in
harsher conditions for thirty days.?® In fact, Eliezer disputed his party’s posi-
tion, which advocated escape and forbade prisoners to work on farms or do
other labor that aided the Nazi cause. Eliezer reasoned that any escape plan
would set the strongest prisoners free while leaving the weak behind and
without leaders. Furthermore, the remaining prisoners would be subject to
collective punishment. Regarding work, he understood that the French re-
gime was short of laborers. Turning the prisoners into productive workers
would reduce the risk to their lives, he argued. But he submitted on these
issues to party discipline.”’

One lecture Eliezer gave left an indelible impression on those who heard
him. The subject was the political and military situation following Germany’s
invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941. His audience was shocked to hear
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him suggest that the Communist motherland might be defeated. His fellow
Communists shouted him down with cries that the ussr could never be de-
feated. That was an article of faith. Furthermore, they countered, even if the
Red Army were to lose a battle here and there, Eliezer, as a Communist leader,
must know that this should never be admitted publicly. In their prison camp,
with fascists all around, every word was propaganda, and any acknowledg-
ment of defeat could weaken the prisoners’ resolve. The storm set off by the
talk lasted for several days. Eliezer vainly tried to explain that “it was a legiti-
mate lecture on war tactics . . . that it is not impossible that with the outbreak
of war the Germans will achieve a few victories, but that this will certainly not
determine the outcome of the war.” His comrades kept attacking him until he
finally gave in and declared, as the Germans were already at the approaches to
Moscow, that “despite its defeats, the ussr will win the war.” But his apology,
verbal contortions, and revisions did not repair the damage the lecture had
done to his image. His fellow Communists and his associates in the Beaune-la-
Rolande camp leadership had to do everything in their power “to raise morale,
because the majority understood the lecture to be defeatist.”*® Nevertheless,
despite this serious deviation from the party line, he made the impression
of being an effective and loyal leader. After the war, when he was in great
distress, he nevertheless insisted that he had not been mistaken. “My actions
at Beaune-la-Rolande should not have roused criticism. When my opinion
differed from the Party position (such as when the party revoked the prohibi-
tion on escaping), I always submitted to party discipline, even though in many
cases I was right.”?’

Most of the detainees in Beaune-la-Rolande were deported during the sec-
ond half of June 1942. The move did not come as a surprise. Just prior to it,
party representatives told the three members of the camp executive, Eliezer,
Sznajder, and Wikrowiecki, how to prepare for the deportation and what to
do when they reached their destination so as not to play into the hands of the
Nazi-fascist war machine.*® Eliezer was deported on June 28. In the testimony
he gave after the war, he said that he and his comrades thought that they were
being shipped to Germany. Only when they got off the train did they realize
that they had returned to the land of their birth, Poland, and that they were
in Auschwitz.®
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Auschwitz,

Auschwitz-Birkenau,

July 1942-

March/April 1944

ELIEZER GRUENBAUM — WHO WAS USING the name Leon
Berger —now gained yet a new designation: Hiftling (prisoner) 43057."! Unlike
his previous names, this one was tattooed on his left forearm; he also wore
a yellow Star of David, designating him as a Jew. There were other symbols
for other categories — political prisoners received red triangles, criminals a
green triangle, and homosexuals a pink one. Prostitutes and other “non-social
elements” were marked with a black triangle, while clergymen and Jehovah’s
Witnesses with purple.? His number was now his primary identification.
Many inmates later testified that the humiliation of being reduced to a num-
ber was worse than the physical pain the tattoo caused. It indicated that all
those who entered should abandon hope, “the brand burned on slaves and
cattle for slaughter, thus you have become.”®
Like others sent to the death camps, Eliezer and the rest of the Jews in
shipment 5 were packed into cargo and cattle railcars.* The degree of pack-
ing depended on the origin of the shipment— if it came from an “inferior”
country, 150 were pushed into each car. Prisoners sent from places like Italy
and France, however, were granted better conditions, traveling only sixty to
seventy per railcar. Women, men, children, old men and women, pregnant
women, the handicapped, entire families were loaded on together, and the car
bolted shut, without food, water, any place to sit, without any sanitary facili-
ties, for a trip that could take several days.®
While the Nazis kept their victims in the dark about the nature of the
trip, they did give the deportees one piece of advice: deportees should bring
good-quality winter coats, with fur linings if possible, as well as silver and
gold, diamonds and jewelry, anything easy to carry that could be used in time
of need. When the Jews arrived at the camps, the money and valuables were
confiscated, sorted, and sent to a storehouse. The prisoners sarcastically
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referred to the storehouse that held the plunder stolen from prisoners as
“Canada” —that is, a land of wealth and plenty.®

Auschwitz was a huge complex of exploitation, arbitrariness, humiliation,
and murder. The Nazis did all they could to cover their tracks, burning most
of their documents when they evacuated the camp. Konzentrationslager
Auschwitz, as it was officially known, was named for O$wiecim, which would
otherwise have remained anonymous and unknown. The town lies beside the
Sota River in Polish Silesia. The camp was built less than a mile and a half from
the town, using as its nucleus sixteen one-story structures that had served as
a military camp for the Austro-Hungarian army. It was no coincidence that
it became the most important of the more than one thousand concentration
camps constructed by the Nazis in the lands they occupied in Europe. Its phys-
ical and geographic characteristics made it a good choice. It lay in swamp-
land, so the terrain was hard to navigate except on paved roads. The wetlands
harbored typhus, malaria, and rheumatic fever. The climate was harsh and
extreme; the available drinking water was turbid. Taken together, they made
it a perfect location for a Nazi death works. Nearly 180 miles from Warsaw, it
was sufficiently out of the way to stay hidden from the rest of the world. Yet
it lay at a crossroads and was served by a train line, and was close enough to
the Austrian, Czech, and Hungarian borders to make shipping people there
convenient.”

Auschwitz opened in May 1940, about nine months following the Wehr-
macht’s blitzkrieg in Poland. Rudolf Hoss was appointed its commander.
By this time the ss had gained experience in running concentration camps.
The first, Dachau, had been set up in March 1933, and its commander, Theo-
dor Eicke, devised the operational model that was copied by all the rest. The
central element was a hierarchy of prisoners, which was called “prisoner
administration.” When Auschwitz was founded, a vanguard of thirty veteran
prisoners was brought in from the Sachsenhausen camp. Criminal prisoners
who had previous training and experience in the way Nazi concentration
camps were run, they served as its first kapos — prisoners who supervised
other prisoners —and in other administrative roles. They were responsible
for controlling the masses of prisoners and took part in fashioning the per-
verse rules according to which the camp operated. The role of the kapo, ac-
cording to ss commandant Heinrich Himmler, was

to see to it that the work gets done . . . to do so he must pressure his people. The
minute we are no longer satisfied with him, he will cease to be a kapo and will
return to the rest of the prisoners. He knows that when he returns they will beat

him to death on the very first night. . . . Since we don’t have enough Germans
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here, we use others — of course a French kapo for the Poles, a Polish kapo for the

Russians; we pit one nation against another.?

At first, Auschwitz was meant mostly for Poles. The first Jews sent there
were leaders of the Bund from %6dZ and Jews from Warsaw suspected of in-
volvement in the Polish resistance. But, within a year, they were followed by
hundreds of thousands of Jews, who were slaughtered there with terrifying
efficiency.” The original camp was referred to as Auschwitz I, or the main
camp (Stammlager). By 1941 it had been built up to house eighteen thousand
prisoners. At the end of 1941 the Nazis rapidly built, on the Raisko marshes,
near the village of Brzezinka, some two miles away from the main location,
another camp — Birkenau, or Auschwitz IL.

Birkenau was huge — it could hold more than one hundred thousand pris-
oners. Beyond these two main camps, the complex included another forty-five
extensions, the most distant of them being located in the Sudetenland, some
210 miles away.'® The Auschwitz complex of camps operated until January 22,
1945. By the time of its liberation five days later by the Red Army, 1.3 million
people had passed through it. Prior to the German evacuation of the camp
there were sixty-four thousand inmates. A few were sent to Germany before
the camp was abandoned, and only a small number of these survived. The rest
were murdered or died of hunger, exposure, and illness. And these were the
“lucky” ones who had not been exterminated immediately on arrival. Eliezer
Gruenbaum was one of the few survivors."

Auschwitz I also served as part of a deception. Its administration took care
that, externally, it could be presented as a model camp. The prison blocks were
two-story, redbrick structures, and its inner roads were stone-paved; it was
kept spotlessly clean, and trees and flowerbeds were planted near the blocks.
It looked entirely innocent. A foreign visitor would not grasp the horror of
what actually took place there. The orchestras that played at the main camp,
Birkenau, and in the sub-camps, which included famous musicians, were the
ultimate absurdity.'?

Auschwitz II, Birkenau, was surrounded by wetlands. Its access road
led to the Red Gate, a broad structure in a long building with a tower at its
center. The building housed the camp administration; the prisoners passed
through the gate on the way to their deaths. Those selected to remain alive
were housed in windowless rectangular wooden, or sometimes brick, bar-
racks (in the women’s camp there were also brick structures). The only light
came in from narrow slits in the roof, much like in stables. The roofs were
covered with a thin layer of tar paper. The floors in most of the buildings were
earthen, so when the rain came in through the roof it formed puddles on the
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water-soaked ground. In the summer the barracks were unbearably hot and
filled with clouds of dust. The inside walls were lined with sleeping platforms
three high, with the boards of the lowest bunks lying directly on the ground.
Six to ten prisoners slept on each shelf, sharing two mattresses stuffed with
a bit of straw. Drinking water was always in short supply, and thirst tortured
the prisoners even more than hunger. In the entire women’s camp there were
only two faucets. With nothing else to drink, inmates were reduced to drink-
ing swamp water."?

Mass extermination began on July 28, 1941, when ss personnel used carbon
monoxide to suffocate a group of non-Jewish psychotics. On September 3 a
trial run was made using Zyklon B gas. It was even more successful than ex-
pected.* The four crematoria at Birkenau began operating in the summer of
1943, ending the practice of burning the bodies in nearby fields. But this prac-
tice was resumed in the summer of 1944, when the annihilation of Hungarian
Jewry commenced — the crematoria could not keep up with the output of the
adjacent gas chambers. By this time, the number of Sonderkommandos — pris-
oners who were forced to remove the bodies from the gas chambers and burn
them in the crematoria — reached more than one thousand.'® Scholars esti-
mate that a total of 1.1 million human beings were murdered in the Auschwitz
complex — mostly Jews, but also Roma, Soviet prisoners of war, and French,
Polish, and other foreign nationals."®

Eliezer spent two years and nearly seven months in four of the Auschwitz
camps. Upon arrival he was in Auschwitz I for three days. At the beginning of
July 1942 he was sent to Birkenau and stayed there until March or April 1944,
when he was transferred to the industrial Buna-Monowitz sub-camp (also
called Auschwitz III). Afterward he spent time at the Jawischowitz coal mine,
until January 1945, when he was sent to Buchenwald.

According to later testimonies from his comrades, his fellow inmates from
Beaune-la-Rolande asked that he serve as their interpreter and representa-
tive before their keepers, all of whom were German criminal inmates. During
his three days in Auschwitz I he was beaten twice by these superiors. His
attempts to defend his comrades and his manner of speaking to the keepers
were not acceptable at the camp.?’

After the confiscation of all their belongings, Eliezer and several of his
fellow prisoners were sent to Birkenau, which was called “Paradise” in the
camp argot.'® There they were crammed, along with fifteen hundred others,
according to one witness, into a closed prison block. The heat and hunger
were unbearable. The ss officer responsible for their transport told them:
“Damn Jews, you haven’'t come to Auschwitz to live. Not one of you will get
out of the camp.”* The “welcome” to Birkenau generally also included a first
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encounter with the prison block’s Jewish kapo, who would tell them: You are
in the Birkenau death camp. Here you will work hard and receive little food.
If you behave well, you will last for three or four months, and if not, you'll die
within a few days.?

They were then given their camp uniform — shirt, pants, overcoat, and
wooden clogs. They were marched to the block where their numbers were
tattooed on their arms, and then to the one that served as their living quar-
ters. Eliezer was assigned to Block 9, the chief (Blockdltester) of which was
Ludwik (Ludwig) Konczal, a Polish thug who had gained a name for himself
as a murderer of Soviet prisoners who had been sent to Auschwitz to labor on
the construction of Birkenau.*

Konczal asked for a representative of the newcomers to join the block offi-
cers, in keeping with the camp’s “self-government” policy.?* In their few days
at Auschwitz, Eliezer and his fellows had learned that this needed to be some-
one they knew, whom they could trust, who was resilient enough to resist the
pressures that would be placed on him. They chose Eliezer. They may have
hoped, as they did when they chose him as their representative at Beaune-la-
Rolande, that the fact that he was the son of one of the leaders of Polish Jewry
would given him added standing at the camp.

Daniel Finkelkraut and Herman Freilich recommended Eliezer to Konczal
— Eliezer was sleeping at the time. Konczal agreed and ordered that Eliezer be
brought to him. His friends woke him, notified him that he had been chosen,
and asked him to accept the post. The beatings he had taken at Auschwitz I
made him realize that the job would be a dangerous one. He thus did not vol-
unteer for the post of kapo or push to get it— his friends decided for him.?*
This was testified to by those who would become his accusers in the postwar
investigations of his actions.?* But, at the time, he was their natural leader,
and he spoke both Polish and German. They believed he could serve as a buffer
between Konczal and the prisoners and save them from the Pole’s arbitrary vi-
olence. They already knew that block chiefs routinely murdered prisoners.>®

Eliezer’s leadership was put to an immediate test, and as far as his com-
rades were concerned he passed it. He managed to serve as a buffer between
them and Konczal. But three weeks later many of them were moved to Block 8,
to be replaced in Block 9 by a new influx of inmates. The picture changed.
Eliezer now found it harder to do his job, so he took an opportunity to move to
Block 4. A Polish friend helped him get appointed to an office job that enabled
him to sink into anonymity.>®

But he did not remain in that position for long. His remaining friends in
Block 9 wanted him back. From the time Eliezer left, they told him, Kon-
czal had turned even more ferocious, killing several prisoners each day. If
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Eliezer returned, they believed, he could reduce the deadly tension between
the Blockiltester and the prisoners. Eliezer had his doubts, but he returned
to Block 9, only to come down with typhus. The disease, which was rampant
because of the camp’s unsanitary conditions, killed many of the inmates. For
two weeks he was on the brink of death. He later wrote in a moment of de-
spair that he wished the disease had taken him then. At the end of October
1942, after he recovered, he returned to his post in Block 9, serving for another
four months.*”

During this time he was beaten several times by Konczal and ss men, partly
because of their whims and partly because of his insistence on exempting
himself and the members of his group from some of the most arduous dis-
ciplinary actions and labors. This favoritism gained him enemies among the
prisoners as well, and some of those who felt that he treated them inequitably
would later, after the war, number among his accusers. Then, in January 1943,
he was moved to Block 39. He later claimed that he had not wanted to move.
He understood that there he would have no choice but to act in concert with
the ss guards. He refused, but only for a short time, and in 1943 was appointed
chief of the isolation block, Block 20. Why did he win this “promotion”? Was
he once again voted into it by his friends, or by the leaders of the camp under-
ground, as part of their efforts to gain better conditions for the prisoners?
Or was he moved up because his ss superiors were impressed with him and
thought he was the best candidate to enforce the camp rules? Gruenbaum
claimed that he was asked to take the post by Hermann Dymanski, a veteran
of the International Brigades and a former inmate at Beaune-la-Rolande who
was then Block 9 chief and later camp elder. The underground’s leadership be-
lieved that “our comrades should not turn down positions of responsibility.”?®

Block 20, the isolation compound, held people —in somewhat better con-
ditions — that the ss had an interest in keeping alive and in relatively good
condition. The inmates there were neither sent to the gas chambers nor used
as slave labor. It was thus considered a lucky assignment. Upon arrival, the
existing testimonies say, Eliezer succeeded in replacing the criminals who
served as block officials with political prisoners.?® These latter men formed
a network that, over time, established links between resistance figures from
different national groups and political movements. According to some later
testimonies, Block 20 served as a meeting place for the leaders of the under-
ground. This may indicate that these men felt they could trust the people run-
ning the block. A while later Eliezer was sent to be chief of Block 30, a position
he held until January 1944. At that time, with the ss increasingly fearful that
Jews in positions of power could lead an uprising, all the Jewish block chiefs
were replaced with non-Jews.
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On January 20, 1944, he was assigned to a Kommando, a work detail desig-
nated for a project to divert the flow of the Vistula River and to broaden and
deepen its channel. A few weeks later, in March or April 1944, he was sent
to sub-camps where the Nazis exploited the slave labor of Auschwitz prison-
ers — first to Buna-Monowitz, and then, a few days later, to the coal mines at
Jawischowitz, near the city of Brzeszcze.*

He first worked as a digger, but was then transferred to a desk job. He
managed to hold on to that for a few months, but then lost the relatively easy
assignment and was sent as punishment to a labor detail for two months, after
which he was returned to digging. He remained at Jawischowitz until the end
of January 1945, when the camp was evacuated in the face of the advancing
Red Army. His next stop was Buchenwald, where he first faced semiformal
accusations relating to his conduct at Auschwitz.*

EVALUATION OF ELIEZER’S VERSION of events, and comparison of his
with other accounts, can only be accomplished on the basis of an acquain-
tance with the human and political geography of Auschwitz — the composi-
tion of the prisoner population and, in particular, a map of the different rebel
groups that operated in the different parts of the camp. The Polish-Jewish
Communists from Paris, among whom Eliezer numbered, were central actors
in the underground. Eliezer’s accusers would later claim that he had been
excised from the underground and its activities, while Eliezer would insist
that he had played an important role. His contribution had, he argued, been
obscured, and some of the credit due to him had been appropriated by his
former comrades.

Conditions in the camp, and the fact that different groups of prisoners
were isolated from one another, meant that underground movements devel-
oped independently in different locations in the camp and among different
national groups. Later, these groups managed to establish a unified interna-
tional command, establishing the Kampfgruppe Auschwitz — the Auschwitz
Resistance Group.

The first people to be sent to Auschwitz at its founding in 1940 were, for
the most part, Polish political prisoners, some of whom were Jewish. Some
were leftists, members of the antifascist front that had been active in that
country prior to the war. Others of these prisoners were members of the
Polish elite, among them senior officers from the Polish army, allied with the
country’s right-wing parties. The prisoners were thus divided among the
entire range of Polish political factions, from the Communists and the Polish
Socialist Party (pps) on the left to the right-wing National Democrats (known
as the Endeks).>? There were also priests and officers allied with the Union for
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Armed Combat (zwz).*® Right and Left vied with each other in the camp, and
the different factions on each side of the political map were also at odds. The
Nazis exploited these ideological differences and the mutual distrust between
the members of the different parties to divide the prisoners. It was only in
the spring of 1943 that the warring factions began to evince a willingness to
talk and cooperate with each other. But this cooperation remained a surface
phenomenon, with hostility still running deep and strong beneath. The Poles
at Auschwitz were thus divided into two or three antagonistic groups.®*

The Czechs formed another distinct group. The first Czechs arrived at the
camp on January 21, 1943. Later, when their underground activity began to
take shape, their group consisted of 735 men and 411 women. Unlike the Poles,
they were united, establishing a common front that included members of
Edvard Benes$’s National Social Party along with Social Democrats and Com-
munists. Many survivors of the camp expressed their admiration for the pro-
found solidarity displayed by the Czechs and, to a large extent, by the Slovaks
as well.*®

The Germans were diverse. They received somewhat better treatment
than the foreign prisoners and thus enjoyed a higher survival rate. As such,
they served as an island of continuity throughout the camp’s existence.
Some were well-known anti-Nazi political prisoners respected by their col-
leagues of all persuasions. But there were also common offenders, some of
them violent criminals, who had been brought in to fill camp positions in the
“self-governing” system that the Germans established. As Eliezer would later
relate, the leaders of the other groups had to fight long and hard to remove
the criminal elements from positions of authority. Eliezer’s appointment to
the positions he held, at least at first, and the contact with him initiated by
Hermann Dymanski, leader of the German group, were part of this process.

The Yugoslavian and Soviet inmates, unlike the others, were prisoners of
war. Most of the Yugoslavians came from the partisan force commanded by
Josip Broz Tito. These women and men displayed notable fortitude, courage,
and solidarity with their comrades. The women, for example, refused to shed
their military uniforms and wear camp garb, and continued to do so even
when some women were executed for this infraction. While most of the Yugo-
slavians were quickly exterminated, some of the women played a role in the
united underground and served as members of the international committee
in the women’s camp.®®

The Soviet prisoners of war numbered 450 when the underground began
forming. These were all that remained from the twelve thousand Soviet cap-
tives who arrived in two transports, in October or December 1941. All were
Red Army soldiers, among them officers of various ranks, including one gen-
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eral. Some of them established ties with the unified underground, but others
displayed a great amount of wariness toward prisoners of other nationalities,
even the Communists among them. Some were Jews who managed to conceal
their origin. These prisoners displayed great heroism and played an import-
ant role in the underground.®” Karol Suttor (Sudor), one of Eliezer’s contacts
among the Russians, seems to have been one of them.

Most of the French prisoners were Communists, but there were also rep-
resentatives of other parties. Some were natives of France, while others were
immigrants who had lived there for a decade or two prior to the war. Many
had known one another before the war, serving as party activists together
and as comrades in the International Brigades in Spain.

The rapid turnover of the Jewish population made it difficult for them to
maintain a resistance movement. Continuity was provided largely by those
Jews who accepted positions of authority. Many of these came from among
the Jewish-French Communist group to which Eliezer belonged. That group’s
decision to disobey the orders they had received from their party’s Paris head-
quarters, and to take on positions of authority on the grounds that by doing
so they could help their party comrades and other prisoners survive, turned
them into a linchpin of the united camp resistance.

All prisoners, even the most courageous, lived in constant fear of death
and betrayal. Understandably, they tended to trust only those closest to them,
and their first priority was to help members of their own small cluster of as-
sociates. This was all the more true of the French-Jewish-Polish Communist
group to which Eliezer belonged, where personal loyalties were reinforced by
a tradition of party discipline. The members of this group first looked out for
each other, then for other Communists from other groups. Such assistance
inevitably came at the expense of others, but the Communists justified this by
arguing that, as the vanguard of the resistance, they needed to keep their men
and women alive and in leadership roles, for the benefit of all prisoners and
of the antifascist struggle. Many of the accusations made against Eliezer were
precisely of this kind — that he had sacrificed other prisoners in order to keep
himself and his close associates alive and in power.

The resistance group most important to Eliezer’s story —and one of the
most active and broad-based ones at Auschwitz-Birkenau, was the Jewish
antifascist underground led by David Szmulewski and Emanuel Mink, his
former commander in Spain. Most of its members were seasoned political
fighters, veterans of covert and open Communist or leftist activity in Poland
or, after emigration, in Paris’s Red Belt. Some had fought on the Republican
side in Spain and in the French resistance under Nazi occupation. A hand-
ful came from places other than Poland, and the group also included Jews
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without party affiliations, independent antifascists with activist spirits and
characters that enabled them to take action at times of crisis.®®

The composition of this group and the range of its actions provide an
outline of the united resistance movement and its great weight in its central
leadership. Like the Polish and German groups, it had a certain influence over
the camp management, as it was able to place its members in a number of
administrative positions, especially those of block clerk and kapo. They ac-
cepted these positions despite the prior instructions the prisoner leadership
at Beaune-la-Rolande — Eliezer, Sznajder, and Wikrowiecki —had received,
forbidding them to accept any official roles and not to integrate themselves
into camp life. Eliezer was quick to disregard this rule as soon as he under-
stood that it was not appropriate to the situation they found themselves in.
This transgression, like his pessimistic speech at the French camp, would be
held against him and listed among the true and imaginary charges he faced.

Not long after Eliezer reached this conclusion, his associates also came
to understand the twisted nature of Auschwitz and realized that the party’s
orders needed to be set aside and that they had no choice but to accept camp
positions. If you had a profession that the camp administration needed, it was
best to say so even if, serving in such a position, you would be helping manage
the murder machine. It would increase your chances of survival and perhaps
also give you an opportunity to help others.*® Eliezer was a member of the
central group, and his appointment was part of its new policy.

The group did much in 1943-1944. It pursued self-help and rescue oper-
ations, in cooperation with other national groups, among them Soviet and
leftist Polish prisoners. It extended essential help to the Soviet resistance
group at Birkenau, led by Stepan Tiszczenko from Leningrad. The Jews sup-
plied the Soviets with food, clothing, and other vital goods, as well as with
reports of developments at the front. They also tried to inform the world that
Jews were being exterminated in gas chambers in Auschwitz I. In addition,
they supplied money and valuables to the resistance movement as a whole,
and in particular to the Polish movement. Beyond that, they helped prisoners
escape and maintained ties with the Sonderkommandos and took part in their
uprising, persuading the crematoria workers to put off their rebellion when
the leadership felt the time was not right. In the latter half of 1944 some of its
members planned a rebellion as part of a general uprising in the entire camp.
Mink played a central role in this.*°

But the ranks of the resistance were decimated as time went by. Many of
its members died of hunger, typhus, other diseases, and abuse. Eliezer later
claimed that he played a central role in the group and that this was kept from
the public after the war because of the efforts of his former associates and

40 ||| AJewish Kapo in Auschwitz



current antagonists. They, he charged, had become disillusioned with him
because of the way he had done the jobs assigned to him.

The Mink-Szmulewski group maintained ties with the rebels in the War-
saw ghetto. Toward the end of the spring of 1943 it made connections with
Jews who had been deported to Auschwitz from the razed ghetto, among them
leaders of the rebellion. News of the rebellion also reached the Jewish leader-
ship at the camp through Polish prisoners and was disseminated there by
Polish leftists. The idea was to establish another resistance group made up of
Jews from the ghetto, who had become symbols of courage, self-sacrifice, and
heroism. Yisrael Peled (“Robert”), who had been born in Rymanéw and had
later moved to Belgium, and the Polish Communist Jozef Szpilski, who was
from Warsaw, were appointed as liaisons and organizers. Szpilski would later
defend Eliezer, testifying that he had served in a pivotal position, connecting
the group with the Polish underground outside the camp. Little information
about the Warsaw Jewish group is available, and we may assume that it was
quickly wiped out.* When Israel Gutman, one of the Warsaw ghetto fighters,
arrived at Auschwitz from Majdanek shattered and wounded, he was care-
fully looked after by the camp underground thanks to the aura of heroism
that surrounded him. It may have been the secret of his survival.** The Mink-
Szmulewski group established contact with Jews, mostly from Plonsk, in
Block 9, with their main goal being to combat the corrupt kapos and the rest
of the sadistic officials in the blocks and the camp. The group of Jews from
Plonsk in Block 9 also declared open war against Eliezer. But the group also
had other goals, such as saving its own members, and to achieve them it es-
tablished contact with a group of Jewish women from Belgium. Most of these
had arrived in Auschwitz on February 11, 1943, from the Drancy transit camp
in France. They knew each other from their underground activity in France
and Belgium. Some of them worked in “Canada,” the warehouse of valuables
taken from prisoners, and at great risk smuggled considerable amounts of
money, gold, and diamonds, as well as other valuables, medicine, and food, to
the underground and others in need. The underground tried to use its influ-
ence in the camp to place some of its members in relatively easy jobs, such as
working in this facility. Sometimes it failed. It was unable to rescue women
who were sent to work under especially harsh conditions in work details out-
side the camps, and many died.** Some of the women served as messengers
and couriers, conveying orders and information from one side to another, as
well as valuables, food, and whatever else could be smuggled out of “Canada”
to be delivered to those designated by the leadership. The women also main-
tained contact with the general organization and the men’s camp via mem-
bers of the underground who gained entry to the women’s camp as skilled
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workers and experts. Szmulewski, who worked on the Dachdecker (roofing)
detail, was one. Sometimes Mink also gained entry as part of the carpentry
detail, as did Karol Suttor, a member of the group and a kapo. The roofers
managed to smuggle out a camera hidden under the false bottom of a teapot
and used it to photograph the burning of bodies in the crematoria. The film
was then smuggled out of the camp.**

During the second half of 1944 instructions arrived from the leadership
of the general resistance organization to make preparations for an armed
struggle. Prisoners prepared bottles filled with gasoline, cuttings of barbed
wire, and other weapons. Masha Ravin-Speter, a member of the Paris group
and of the underground in the women’s camp, conveyed to Mink a diagram of
Birkenau prepared by Vera Foltynov, a Czech-Jewish architect who worked in
the camp’s building administration.*®

Jewish women who served as physicians and nurses also played an import-
ant role and were instrumental in saving many lives. At least some of these
bold women, those who came from Paris, knew Eliezer and Bronke, his lover,
from the city’s Communist cells.

As Soviet forces approached, some members of the group began to feel, if
not regret, at least a certain amount of doubt. Was it worth taking risks when
the Soviet liberators would soon arrive? But rumors also spread that the Nazis
planned to kill all the prisoners and burn the camp to the ground. Some of
the prisoners favored taking up arms, trying to put the camp to the torch, and
fleeing. They were led by a German Jew, Leon Weiner, a foreman; a Polish Jew
named Yos (or Yosek), a deputy kapo; and an Austrian Jewish doctor who was
called Nalkan. The group collected a large sum of money and gold, with which
it tried to buy weapons. The leading figures among the prisoners supported
this plan when their hopes were up, but when the hopes for a rapid libera-
tion receded and the prisoners’ spirits sank, the leaders lost their taste for
a fight.*® Eliezer was well aware of what the group was doing, and may well
have been part of it.*” Another group, centered in Block 8, with a membership
made up mostly of Polish Jews who had been deported from France, called
itself “Solidarity.” It was headed by Haim Idel Goldstein, a left-wing activist,
and Nachman Feinstein (Wilner). It organized self-help and rescue activities,
considered the possibility of active resistance, and began to purchase arms.
Both Goldstein and Feinstein knew Eliezer well, and both took part in the pro-
ceedings against him, with the former speaking in Eliezer’s defense.*® There
was also an international group in Buna-Monowitz. It included Polish and
German Jews, and non-Jewish Poles and Germans, many with considerable
seniority in the camp, and concealed itself well.

The resistance and aid activities carried out by the Auschwitz under-
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ground were sometimes interlinked. One example is an operation involv-
ing the Sonderkommandos carried out by the French-Polish group led by
Szmulewski and Mink, in which Eliezer was also involved. These prisoners
were responsible for the practical operation of the gas chambers, the evacua-
tion of the bodies, the pulling of gold teeth and removal of rings, earrings, and
other effects from the bodies.

The Nazis realized that they were forcing the Sonderkommandos to do
unthinkable work. To make sure it was done properly and that the items
being harvested from the bodies did not get pocketed by those disposing of
the bodies, the ss imposed three safeguards. First, as with every other task
assigned to prisoners, the Nazis enforced fear and terror, making it clear
that any Sonderkommando caught pocketing valuables would be killed im-
mediately. Primo Levi told the story of four hundred Jews from Corfu who
were assigned to the gas chamber detail in 1944. They unanimously refused
to do the work and were immediately gassed. According to Levi, several other
individuals also refused, and each died a horrible death. Filip Miller, one of
the few Sonderkommando survivors, related the story of a friend whom the
ss pushed into the ovens alive. There were also people who committed sui-
cide when they were given the assignment, or a short time after beginning
the work. On his scale of hatreds, Primo Levi categorized this as “directed
hatred.” It did not stand on its own but was aimed at a “practical goal.”

The second measure was high turnover. Anyone who could not take the
emotional stress was sent straight to the gas chamber, and another prisoner
was brought in to replace him. Every few months the entire Sonderkom-
mando was gassed, with the ss using a different trick each time to prevent
resistance. Twelve contingents served at Auschwitz in succession. The first
job assigned to the new prisoners in the detail was burning the bodies of their
predecessors. This changing of shifts achieved another goal as well — getting
rid of any witnesses to the enormity of the systematic Nazi death machine.

The third measure was a carrot rather than a stick. The Sonderkommados
were promised improved work conditions. They received decent rations and,
especially, an unlimited supply of liquor. This dulled their senses, detached
them from their surroundings, and made them unfeeling, unthinking, and
brutish, as their job required.*

The first two Sonderkommando details of 1942 were composed of Jews from
Slovakia and France. At the end of the autumn of 1942 these were replaced
by Jews from Ciechanéw and Matkéw, two towns near Bialystok, from the
Grodno ghetto, omza, Zambréw, Ostroleka, Racyonez, and elsewhere. As the
pace of the killings accelerated, the units were increased from two hundred
to eight hundred men and included Jews from Slovakia, Greece, Hungary, and
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Holland. In mid-1943 the Jews from France, in particular ones of Polish origin,
were assigned to the job, and these included members of the antifascist camp
and veterans of the Spanish Civil War.

The nature of the job and the behavior of those who did it made its mem-
bers the targets of anger and accusations by prisoners and survivors. But
survivors also acknowledged that the details included some extremely brave
individuals who played a role in providing aid to prisoners, and passed on
information about the nature of the camp to the free world. The Sonderkom-
mando even led one of the most important uprisings at Auschwitz.*

Even though the composition of the Sonderkommando changed frequently,
and despite the constant fear felt by members of the underground that the
ranks of the Sonderkommando included traitors who would turn them and
their plans over to the ss, it was the members of these death details who first
advocated rebellion.™

The first members of the Sonderkommado to propose the idea to the re-
sistance movement were Lemberger, a man called Hetzkel (his last name is
unknown), and Goz. All three were Polish Jews who had emigrated to France
and belonged to the left-wing camp. In other words, they came from the same
organizational, geographical, and ideological environment that Eliezer did.
They founded the first resistance cell in the detail. In their wake, beginning
in late 1943, four others came to promote the idea, in close coordination with
the resistance movement at Birkenau. The first of these was Daniel Ostbaum,
a tailor who had fought in Spain. The second was called Dziobaty — which
means “pockmarked” in Polish; his real name is unknown. The third was
Alter Fajnzylber, a veteran of Spain and a Polish-Jewish émigré to France.
The fourth was Jozef Warszawski. In Eliezer’s version of the story, Fajnzylber,
whom he knew from Spain, was the link between him and Warszawski, a cen-
tral figure in the attempted uprising.>

Fajnzylber served as liaison between the Sonderkommando and the resis-
tance movement in Birkenau. With the help of prisoners whose jobs brought
them to different camps and Polish civilians who worked in the camp, he con-
veyed a large part of the money and jewelry that he and his fellows removed
from the bodies to the general and Polish resistance, as well as to the Polish
Workers Party, the PPr — Poland’s Communist movement — outside the camp.
Szmulewski wrote in his memoirs and in interviews that he had done this.
Eliezer offered a different account. While fighting to defend his good name, he
related that he had been assigned to be liaison and that he had been deprived
the credit he deserved.®® At one point the resistance tried to arrange Fajnzyl-
ber’s escape so that he could tell the world the truth about the gas chambers
and crematoria. The plan failed. A kapo turned him in, and Fajnzylber was
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given a thousand lashes, but miraculously survived.** Eliezer told of other
escape plans, including two cases in which he was designated to flee.

The Sonderkommando’s central location in the heart of the death indus-
try of the “secret Reich,” the gas chambers and crematoria, gave its members
special importance in the attempts to alert the free world about the Nazis’ an-
nihilation of the Jews. The idea was to photograph the killing process and to
smuggle the photographs out of the camp. Mink, a member of the carpentry
detail, was a central figure in this effort. The resistance movement assigned
members of the underground who worked in “Canada” to find a camera
among the personal property stolen from the victims. The plan was to get the
camera to a member of the Sonderkommando, who would take the necessary
pictures. A camera was found and smuggled to a member of the detail, and
two photographs were taken, one of a group of naked women being chased
into the gas chambers, and the second of bodies about to be shoved into the
fire. Szmulewski managed to get the film and deliver it to Jézef Cyrankiewicz,
one of the leaders of the resistance movement at Auschwitz. He passed the
testimony on to a courier, Teresa Lasocka, code-named “Tal.” Eleizer would
later claim, over and over, that he had been involved.

These operations, and the principal attempt at rebellion, were carried out
when Jozef Warszawski and Jankiel (Yankel) Handelsman were members of
the Sonderkommando. Warszawski was the code name of Yosef Dorembus,
born in 1905 to a poor family in Zyrardéw. He was a cobbler who had been
active in the underground leatherworkers’ trade union in Poland. Like many
of his colleagues in that organization, he had been hounded by the authorities
and was compelled to flee. When he arrived in Paris he continued his left-
wing labor activity, joined the Communist Party, and rose to the leadership
of a Yiddish-speaking cell. He was also a member of the Central Committee
of the cGT, France’s left-wing labor federation, and a notable figure in Jewish
immigrant labor circles. His wife, Paula (born Paula Pilreis), was a teacher,
Communist, and an activist among Jewish immigrant women. When the
war broke out Warszawski enlisted in the French army and was sent, unlike
Eliezer, to the front. In June 1940 he was taken prisoner by the Germans, but
was released. Upon returning to occupied Paris he joined the resistance. In
February 1943 he and Paula, also active in the underground, were arrested
and sent to Auschwitz. They were unable to save Paula from being included
in a selection; he was sent to Birkenau, where, in the summer of 1943, he was
assigned to the Sonderkommando.®®

Yankel Handelsman was born in Radom, Poland, and emigrated to France
in 1931. By profession he was a presser of women’s garments, a trade he fol-
lowed in Paris as well. He did not belong to the Communist Party, but was an
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active left-wing sympathizer and in 1936 joined the secretariat of the associ-
ation of Friends of the Neue Presse, a left-wing Jewish group organized around
the Communist Party’s Yiddish-language newspaper. During the occupation
he joined the resistance and took part in sabotage operations and in organiz-
ing a strike of the glove-making industry. The strike disrupted production of
gloves that the Wehrmacht needed during the invasion of the Soviet Union.
His wife, Bella, also took part in resistance activities, including distribution
of the newspaper. They were both apprehended on February 12, 1943, and,
after interrogation, were sent to Drancy and from there to Auschwitz. Bella
was murdered there. He was assigned to the Sonderkommando, where he
linked up with Warszawski.*®

When these two men arrived at the furnaces, they found resistance cells
already organized within the Sonderkommando. The members were Commu-
nists and nonmembers of the party, religious and secular Jews, from different
countries of origin. The initial contribution of the two newcomers was to
mold these cells into an underground organization capable of coordinating
its actions and uniting around a single plan of action. They also reinforced
ties between the Sonderkommando resistance and the leadership of the gen-
eral resistance in the camp, as well as with other Polish Jewish activists from
France. This latter group included Haim Idel Goldstein and Nachman Fein-
stein, leaders of the resistance in Block 8, and David Szmulewski and Eman-
uel Mink, who headed a group of their own. Eliezer later claimed, repeatedly
and insistently, that he had been in constant contact with them. He contended
that he had connected them with the Russian and Polish undergrounds in the
camp.® The two men also established contact with the French Jewish women’s
underground.®®

The situation on the front in mid-1944 raised the hopes of Auschwitz’s
inmates. Even those who had been devoted collaborators with the ss began
to think about the need to prepare for liberation. The members of the un-
derground sought an opportunity to stage a successful uprising. The Soviet
forces were steadily approaching from the east. Lublin, 175 miles from Aus-
chwitz, was liberated. The Polish uprising in Warsaw broke out on August 1.
The Ak, the right-wing Polish resistance organization outside the camp, had
a year earlier shelved plans for an attack on the camp to release its prisoners.
Now these were dusted off and put back in active mode by the ak and the
local Peasant Brigades. The operation was given the name Burza, meaning
“Tempest.” The hope was that the attack would set off uprisings throughout
Poland, including in Auschwitz.

Instructions were sent to the undergrounds throughout the Auschwitz
complex of camps. Two principal forces commenced preparations— the
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united military organization of the camp resistance, which comprised all the
national antifascist groups, including the Jewish underground; and the ax’s
branch in Silesia, along with local members of the Peasant Brigades and oth-
ers. According to the plan, the Sonderkommando was to play a primary role —
setting fire to or blowing up the gas chambers and furnaces. The explosions
would be the sign for the uprising to begin.*® They were to obtain explosives
and get them smuggled into the gas chamber and furnace compound. Clearly,
they needed the cooperation of people they could trust. Eliezer would later
make this argument against his accusers: If everything you charge me with is
true, how is it that you knowingly worked with me on all this?

By August 1944 the preparations were in their advanced stages. The upris-
ing in Warsaw was seen as a good sign, and the prisoners at Auschwitz eagerly
anticipated Operation Tempest. One Sunday — the day the ss left the camp to
enjoy their day off— the resistance leadership at Birkenau met. The partici-
pants included Zygmunt Balitzki, a prisoner who belong to the ppr; Valentin
Pilatov, a Soviet prisoner; Mink, representing the German underground; and
arepresentative of the Jewish-French group. They resolved that Balitzki, who
worked, along with other engineer-prisoners, in the construction adminis-
tration detail, would obtain further blueprints of the camp and that Pilatov
and the Soviet major Antitipov would prepare the military aspects. Everyone
was to do his best to further the efforts to obtain explosives and arms. The
plans were conveyed to the Sonderkommando underground, as well as to the
underground in the women'’s camp led by Tzipora Shapira (Gutnik), Masha
Ravin-Speter, and a Yugoslavian partisan. It was planned that when the up-
rising broke out, during the initial chaos, the women were to cut through
the barbed-wire fences and flee in every direction. The camp leadership con-
tacted the Ak outside the camp and asked to be supplied with the necessary
explosives.®°

But the optimism was short-lived. By the beginning of September the
Warsaw rebellion was fading. The Ak leadership in Silesia began to waver,
and then pulled out of the plan. On September 29 the Germans apprehended
Stefan Jasienski (his nom de guerre was Urban), who served as the liaison
between the Silesian Ak and the Auschwitz underground. He was viciously
tortured. While he apparently revealed nothing before he died, his arrest was
a cause for concern and impelled the ax to defer the plan. After the defeat of
the rebels in Warsaw, the Silesian group no longer wanted to launch a new
local uprising that would, it believed, have no hope of success.*!

In the meantime, the Auschwitz ss command got wind that something was
being plotted in the camp. They did not know any details but took preventative
measures. They began evacuating most of the men in the camp to Germany

Auschwitz, Auschwitz-Birkenau, 1942-1944 47



—the Poles in particular, but Jews as well —on the assumption that they
could serve as the nucleus of an uprising.®* These developments, coming from
the outside, split the underground between those who advocated putting off
the uprising and those who maintained that the plan should go forward no
matter what.

The dividing line ran more or less between the members of the general
resistance leadership at Auschwitz I and the rebel groups at Birkenau. The
most outspoken in their demands to stick with the plan for an uprising were
the men of the Sonderkommando. The opponents demanded restraint and
warned that an uprising under the prevailing conditions would induce the
Germans to liquidate immediately all the prisoners in both parts of Ausch-
witz. Bruno Baum succinctly summed up the difference between the two
factions: “We could not take part [in an immediate uprising] because what
was for them the only hope of being saved was liable to be for the others an
act of suicide.” A member of the international underground leadership, the
Austrian Ernst Burger (or possibly Hermann Langbein) was sent to speak to
the Sonderkommando to appease them. The previous roles were reversed.
Warszawski, Handelsman, and Fajnzylber, the Sonderkommando leadership,
demanded action, while the general resistance leadership demanded restraint
and patience.®®

Realizing that there was no chance of a general uprising, the Sonderkom-
mando decided to go it alone. They would take the ss guards by surprise when
their shifts changed, grab their guns, kill as many as they could, set fire to the
crematoria, cut through as much of the camp’s fence as they could. As many
of them as could manage it would flee: Zalman Gradowski, Alosh Malinska,
Fajnzylber, and Warszawski would lead the uprising.

The reason the Sonderkommandos were so anxious to take action was
their knowledge that time was against them. As the Soviet forces continued
their advance, the chances increased that the Nazis would decide to wipe out
all the principal witnesses to the murder machine. This fear intensified in the
autumn of 1944, when the number of transports to the camp diminished. The
men in the death details suspected that they would become redundant, too
risky to keep alive. They feared that they were no longer an essential part of
the annihilation operation.

The Jewish resistance leaders in Birkenau realized that they could not
bridge the gap between the opposing views. They resolved not to prevent the
Sonderkommando from carrying out its plan, turning a blind eye to events as
they unfolded.®*

The uprising broke out on October 7, 1944. The diary of one of the rebels,
Zalman Lewenthal (Leventhal), and other sources indicate that, after realiz-
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ing they were on their own, the Sonderkommando rebels redoubled their ef-
forts to obtain arms, explosives, and everything else they needed. A religious
Jewish member of the detail, about forty years old — the witnesses referred to
him as “the Judge” but did not know his real name — offered to blow himself
up alone inside one of the crematoria. That, he said, would set off an uprising
throughout the camp. The rebels managed to obtain a few pistols and to man-
ufacture some hand grenades that Jewish women working in the camp’s Union
munitions factory had fashioned out of pieces of barbed wire, gunpowder,
and explosives.®® But disputes that arose within the Sonderkommando itself
made execution more difficult.®®

On the designated day, October 7, and at zero hour, 4 p.m., 120 relatively fit
Sonderkommandos were assigned, in groups of five, to overcome the ss sen-
tries at the changing of their guard. After taking their arms, the Jews would
put the crematoria to the torch. “Hurrah!” was chosen as the code word that
would start the operation. But something — it is not clear what — went wrong.
The Germans got suspicious and started arresting members of the detail. The
rebels were cast into confusion. Only three men — Handelsman, “the Judge,”
and one other —remained in one of the crematoria (Leventhal does not say
which one) that was slated to play a central role in the action.*’

The preemptive arrests, the difficulties in coordinating the various parts
of the plan properly, and the problem of adjusting the plan to the changing
situation enabled the ss to isolate some of the rebels and to snuff the uprising
out easily. The Sonderkommandos in Crematorium 3 were surrounded and
neutralized for all intents and purposes at the very beginning of the uprising.
But the men in Crematoria 2 and 4 managed to set Crematorium 4 and the gas
chambers on fire, throw grenades, and to fire bullets, creating the sense of a
rebellion and terrifying the ss guards. The ideas that the underground had
been tossing around for more than a year became a reality. But the uprising
did not live up to the hopes of its organizers.

The panic lasted for only a few minutes. The guards fled, some of them run-
ning for the places where they had secreted gold and valuables they had stolen.
But the Nazis quickly recovered. Some three thousand well-armed soldiers
surrounded the crematoria compound and opened heavy fire on the grove
of trees behind Crematorium 4, where most of the Sonderkommandos had
gathered. One group of rebels managed to break through the siege, heading
toward the Vistula and reaching Rajsko, about five miles from Birkenau. There
they were surrounded. The rebels fortified themselves in one of the shacks
there and returned fire. The ss set fire to the shack with flamethrowers.*®

The outcome was no surprise. About two hundred Jews fell in the upris-
ing. The rest of the Sonderkommandos who were captured were forced to lie
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down and were shot dead. A few of the rebels managed to hide out within
Birkenau itself, in “Canada,” among other places. Of the 663 men who had
been in the Sonderkommando at the time, 212 remained alive. Three ss men
were killed in the battle, and three more wounded.®® But some rebels were
not killed. Handelsman was captured alive, but was shot after interrogation.
Fajnzylber and Erlich of the small Parisian group survived, as did the Judge
and Alush Malinka. At a ceremony at which five ss men received the Iron
Cross for their heroic suppression of the rebellion, the camp’s commander,
Richard Baer, declared that this was the first occasion on which Reichsfiihrer
Himmler had awarded such high honors to low-ranking soldiers.

Despite its failure, the rebellion made a huge impression on the camp’s
prisoners. Otto Kraus and Erich Kulka, two survivors who later wrote about
the Holocaust, wrote that two hundred Jews from the Sonderkommando fell
fighting for human freedom; but Tadeusz Hotuj, a prisoner who later wrote of
his experiences, emphasized that, when the uprising began, none of the other
prisoners came to their aid. Cyrankiewicz and the leaders of the Polish un-
derground in Auschwitz I immediately conveyed a brief appeal to the forces
outside the camp, calling on them to come to the aid of the Jewish prisoners
who had managed to break out of the camp. Assistance should also be granted
to those who did not know Polish, they said. But they did no more.”

By the time the uprising began, Eliezer was no longer at Birkenau. The
previous spring he had been transferred to Jawischowitz. If he knew of the
uprising at Birkenau, it was only from afar.
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Jawischowitz,

March 1944-
January 1945

IN MARCH 1942 HERMANN GORING Industries (Reichswerke
AG fir Bergund Huttenbetriebe, known as the “Hermann Goring Werke,”
or HGW) signed a contract with Wirtschafts Verwaltungshauptamt, the
economic-administrative arm of the ss, according to which Auschwitz would
send six thousand prisoners to labor in the Brzeszcze-Jawischowitz coal
mines, about five miles from Auschwitz.! HGw and the camp management to-
gether built barracks to house the prisoners and the ss personnel who guarded
them, creating the Jawischowitz sub-camp.? A first shipment of 150 Jews was
sent there on August 15, 1942. The population grew steadily, and by mid-1944,
when Eliezer arrived, twenty-five hundred slave laborers were at work, most
of them Jews from Poland or Western Europe, as well as Poles, Russians, and
Germans.®
Jawischowitz’s first commander was ss-Unterscharfithrer Wilhelm Kowol.
Kowol liked to get drunk in his office and then go out to shoot indiscriminately.
He took part in the selections that singled out those who had grown too weak
to work. These filled the sub-camp’s monthly quota for the gas chambers and
furnaces at nearby Birkenau.* He was removed from his post because of com-
plaints about his behavior — his drinking, his fraternization with women, his
connections with prisoners, along with negligence and contemptuousness of
his responsibilities. Kowol was replaced by ss-Hauptscharfiihrer Josef Rem-
mele, who took over the job in July 1944 and held it until the evacuation. He
had previously served at Dachau, Auschwitz, and Auschwitz’s Eintrachthiitte
sub-camp. Remmele was later brought to trial in an Allied court in West Ger-
many and was convicted and executed. Kowol’s fate is unknown.®
Eighty percent of the camp population worked in the mines, most of them
in tunnels deep underground. They extracted the coal, loaded coal and coal
dust on carts, pushed them up out of the shafts, and took the empty or gear-
loaded carts back down. The prisoners spent nearly all their shifts wielding
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picks while lying on their bellies in narrow tunnels just thirty to fifty inches
high, or on their knees, with a miner’s lantern clenched between their teeth.
Yitzhak Liber, who worked there, later said it was called “walking into the
wall” in camp parlance.® The rest worked at various maintenance and sup-
port roles above, in what was called “the yard.” They unloaded boards used
as supports in the tunnels, rails and ties for the carts, and other operating
equipment. The prisoners were also responsible for keeping the site clean and
orderly —a Nazi obsession — and some were used as construction laborers at
the camp or at nearby sites such as the Andrez power station in Brzeszcze.
In nearly all work details a few dozen laborers were expected to achieve pro-
duction quotas that normally required hundreds of workers. Hcw offered
construction services to other companies in the area, most of which were part
of the mining and steel concern Deutsche Bergwerks- und Hiittenbau Gmbh.”
Another seventy to eighty prisoners — especially children and teenagers be-
tween the ages of thirteen and seventeen — stood on either side of a conveyor
belt to sort the coal. They had to pick out the shale from the coal and coal dust.
Any of them who could not keep up with the belt’s pace was beaten. Like the
adults, they worked in two twelve-hour shifts.?

Professional Polish miners and prisoner foremen, mostly Germans, over-
saw the work. Outside the tunnels, the prisoners were guarded by seventy
soldiers from the ss, Wehrmacht, camp guards (Werkschutz), and auxiliaries
(Hilfswachmannschaft).

The prisoners working underground were at least, most of the time, out of
sight of the ss and their fellow soldiers, who descended into the tunnels only
for spot checks to ensure that the prisoners were working according to the
rules and meeting the quotas set by the mine’s professionals. With rare ex-
ceptions, the German overseers treated the Jews badly, sometimes thrashing
them for no reason.

As the end of the war approached, members of the prisoner underground
tried to indicate to those who beat, humiliated, and mistreated them that they
should give some thought to the accusations they would face after liberation.
The professional administrator of the mine and its support services was a
German named Otto Heine.? Several witnesses later testified that at times, in
particular in the facility’s early days, Heine was more reasonable than the ss
men. Prisoners were able to submit grievances, and in some cases he dealt
with the issues to their satisfaction.'

Unlike the German overseers and managers, nearly all the foremen and the
Polish civilian miners did their best to ease the prisoners’ workload, despite
the risk to themselves. Each Polish worker had a Jewish prisoner who served
as his assistant. Some Jews later related that the Poles regularly brought sand-
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wiches and other food that they ate together." But when the Nazis were not
satisfied with the coal production, they put pressure on the Polish miners,
and this worsened relations between the latter and the prisoners.*

Injuries and death were routine. Overseers also murdered prisoners at
random on a daily basis. Some prisoners took their own lives, throwing them-
selves under the wheels of the railcars inside the tunnels. Prisoners often
emerged from the mine at the end of their shifts bearing the bodies of their
dead fellows on their shoulders. A kapo named Biele (apparently the notori-
ous Block 2 chief, Hans Biele or Biell) did his best to make his work group the
champion in this regard.*

The camp’s food supply was grossly disproportionate to the number of pris-
oners. Provisions were not augmented when more prisoners were brought in,
and their rations grew steadily smaller. What food was available was short on
calories, meaning that Jawischowitz was no different from other concentra-
tion camps. But its isolated location and the relatively long distance between it
and its mother camp meant that there was little way of topping up the rations
covertly, as was done at the larger sites. Famished prisoners picked through
garbage at the camp or on the roads, searching for anything edible. They ate
local plants — chicory, chamomile, whatever could be chewed — while they
prepared to return from the mine to the camp. The ss beat anyone caught
doing this.** The camp infirmary, which the prisoners called the “Ka-Be”
(short for Krankenbau), mostly held prisoners who had been injured at work
and those who suffered from influenza, typhus, ulcers, and acute diarrhea
brought on by malnourishment.

Every four weeks the ss doctors would conduct a selection in the infirmary.
Patients found unfit for work — often more than a hundred at a time — were
sent to Auschwitz-Birkenau to be gassed, or killed with an injection of phenol
in the heart. Dr. Horst Fischer generally ran the selection, joined by Kowol.
Heine took part in at least one. From the end of October 1942 through Decem-
ber 1944, at least eighteen hundred prisoners were sent from Jawischowitz
back to the main camps.'® New arrivals topped up the population as needed.
The bodies of those murdered at the camp or who died in work accidents, of
hunger, or of disease were sent to the crematoria.'®

Jawischowitz became notorious among the prisoners at Auschwitz. The
conditions there were especially horrible, and the mortality high. Anyone
who lacked connections enabling him to gain easier conditions turned within
months to a Muselmann — a prisoner who had been defeated by starvation
and exhaustion and was simply waiting to be selected for transport to the
gas chambers."” The word among the prisoners at the main camps was that
Jawischowitz was the destination for anyone who had lost the favor of the
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Auschwitz administration. The power station at Brzeszcze was also known
as a brutal place, and the prisoners referred to it as “the death trap.” Germa-
ny’s severe labor shortage made the skilled workers at Buna-Monowitz more
valuable, so they enjoyed relatively better conditions. But this did not apply to
Jawischowitz, where most of the prisoners were unskilled and thus of little
value to the Nazi regime. A short time after the camp was built, the number
of prisoners grew and the barracks became severely overcrowded. Some pris-
oners “went for the barbed wire,” meaning that they cast themselves deliber-
ately on the electrified fence that surrounded the camp.*®

Underground cells operated at Jawischowitz in 1943-1944, led by several
dozen prisoners of Austrian, German, French, Polish, and Russian origin.
Some of them were Jews. A larger circle of about 150 prisoners cooperated
with this leadership. The rest withdrew and focused on their daily battle for
survival. In conjunction with the international underground at Auschwitz
and with the members of the Polish Socialist Party underground at the camp
and elsewhere, they made contact with the resistance units fighting in the
surrounding countryside. With this help they sabotaged the mines, helped
ill prisoners, protected the younger prisoners, and planned escapes. Some
prisoners gained their freedom thanks to this help.”” The Polish Socialist
Party (pps), as well as members of the ax, the Communist PPR, the Peasant
Brigades, and unaffiliated Polish patriots, cooperated with the Jawischowitz
underground despite the danger.?* When escape attempts failed, both the
prisoners involved and those who helped them were killed. Eliezer later tried
to prove that he took part in this activity during his time at Jawischowitz and
that he was one of the architects of the communications lines with resistance
cells outside the area. He claimed that at Jawischowitz, as at Birkenau, he had
pushed for the underground to organize escape operations.

Eliezer arrived in Jawischowitz in March or April 1944.%' Before he left
Birkenau for Buna-Monowitz, his initial destination, his associates Warszaw-
ski and Szmulewski briefed him on the underground activists in the latter
camp. He was to establish contact with the resistance at his new camp, tighten
the contact between the two camps, and examine areas in which the under-
grounds at both camps could cooperate and reinforce each other.?* But in the
end Eliezer spent only a few days in Buna-Monowitz before being sent on to
Jawischowitz.

Upon his arrival at the mining camp he was first assigned to the earthwork
detail. It is not clear whether he worked inside or outside the mine. After a
while he was transferred to a desk job. Apparently this was, once again,
thanks to his connections. While we do not have any direct evidence of what
block Eliezer was assigned to, he had a previous acquaintance with one of the
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block chiefs, Ijziykléar Oléar, and presumably it was Oléar who took him in
and helped him get this position.?®

As a clerk his life was easier. He performed a job that was vital to the camp
bureaucracy and one that put him in an influential position. By adjusting a
detail on the list of candidates for the gas chambers —revising a prisoner’s
age downward or replacing it with another name — he could save a man’s life.
He was in a position to get wind of the camp management’s intentions and
plans and thus enable the underground to make preparations to save prison-
ers. Of course, the capacity of the underground to do so was severely limited,
but they were able in some cases to protect those close to them, those with
connections, those who were considered “important.” These actions raise
difficult moral issues that deserve serious discussion, but they are not our
concern here.

Eliezer managed to hold on to this job for several months before being sent
once more to a penal detail. The administration either found out that he was
engaging in subversion, or perhaps he was caught falsifying records. But it
could simply have been a chance whim of his superiors. Those close to him
testified that his infraction was helping to smuggle letters from Polish prison-
ers out of the camp. After about two months of this punishment, he was sent
back to the excavation Kommando, where he remained until the camp was
evacuated and its prisoners sent on their final death march.?*

He was critical of his activity in Jawischowitz. He had hoped to achieve bet-
ter results and that ties between the underground activists at the camp would
produce results more quickly.?® He also wanted to take the same central role
in the Jawischowitz underground as he had, at least in his own eyes, played at
Birkenau. But this did not happen. The process of transport to the new camp
disrupted the communications networks used by the underground, and when
he arrived, Eliezer did not know which members of the resistance were in the
new camp, where they were located, and how to establish contact. It took time
to find them and reestablish ties with them. The task was made all the more
difficult because, beset by fear and terror and bereft of the support networks
they had benefited from in Birkenau, these people tried their best to remain
inconspicuous. Even when a member was, with great effort, located, it took
time to confirm his identity. Great precautions had to be taken to ensure that
Gestapo agents and informers were not taken into the underground ranks.

BUT RUMORS HAD FOLLOWED Eliezer to the camp. It was said that his
actions had been questionable and that he had established overly close re-
lations with Nazis and other doubtful characters. On top of this, the under-
ground groups that had already organized at Jawischowitz were closely knit
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and had no urgent need for immediate reinforcement. They saw no reason to
take a chance on placing themselves at the disposal of such a controversial
figure. Before being sent away from Birkenau, Eliezer had been involved in
attempts to establish a common leadership for Polish, Jewish, Russian, and
other prisoners. These were in part motivated, in his case, by a desire to re-
pair the bad impression made by his opposition to just such an effort during
his early weeks in Birkenau. But the project remained uncompleted when he
was transferred, and news of it did not reach Jawischowitz.

In any case, by the time Eliezer arrived at Jawischowitz, the underground
there was already active. It contained many experienced resistance activists,
some of whom had been among the camp’s original 150 prisoners and others
of whom had arrived later. The underground’s leadership and members num-
bered between 50 and 100 men, while another 150-180 knew of the under-
ground and were prepared to take part in its activity. The founders were
mostly Germans and Austrians who had been augmented later by Poles, then
by Yugoslavians, Russians, French, Czechs, and Hungarians, as members of
each of those national groups arrived at the camp in succession. The under-
ground was divided into national cells that were governed by an international
command that set its goals and initiated its actions. The innermost nucleus
was made up of Communists, but anyone who was willing to join the anti-
fascist struggle was welcomed, without regard to nationality or ideology.>¢

To maintain secrecy and prevent the organization’s collapse in the case of
a mishap, the underground’s nucleus was structured hierarchically out of
teams of three members, one of whom was designated as team leader. Each
of these leaders belonged to a further triad on the next level up, which had
its own leader, and so up to the top of the pyramid. The top level, the inter-
national committee, was composed at the end of 1944 of representatives of all
the above-mentioned national groups.?” The organization, like its parallels in
the main camps, set itself several goals: to sabotage Nazi plans and interests;
to reduce coal production to every extent possible; to integrate members of
the underground into essential management positions in the camp; to foster
solidarity and support Communist Party members and other anti-Nazi activ-
ists; to fight against the inhuman conditions and brutal treatment of prisoners
at the camp, in the mines, and aboveground,; to fight those who consciously or
unconsciously collaborated with the ss, including criminal detainees, kapos
and others in positions of authority, factory managers who employed slave
labor, and others; to establish and maintain contact with Polish partisan
forces outside the camps and all other resistance forces; and to prepare escape
plans for all the anti-Nazi forces in the camps and their attachment to the par-
tisan ranks.?®
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The goals were adjusted in accordance with the developing situation in
the camp, in the mines, at the building sites, and the international situation.
Links were maintained with other camps and with Auschwitz itself, mostly
through Herbert Kreutzman, the administrator of the infirmary, whose work
took him from one camp to the other. Contacts with the Polish underground
were maintained through the Polish miners who worked there, as well as
through a Kommando of Polish prisoners who were sent to the dairy and
bakery at a nearby village to bring provisions for the ss. They would covertly
meet Polish resistance fighters and sympathizers who gave them medicine,
food, and information.?®

The underground scored an impressive success in its effort to remove col-
laborators from positions of power and replace them with members of the
underground. It used a number of means to persuade the ss to make such ap-
pointments. One was bribery; another was convincing those who understood
that they were involved in actions for which they could be punished after the
war to help the underground as a sort of “insurance policy.” It was a gradual
process, but by the end of 1944 the resistance had insinuated its personnel
into a number of key positions. For example, four out of the ten workers in
the kitchen, including the kapo, were from the resistance. This enabled the
underground to obtain food and distribute it to those who needed it, espe-
cially the weak. The organization also had a great deal of influence over Bal-
dus, the ss kitchen captain. He allowed members of the underground to listen
to Allied broadcasts on his radio. The underground conducted its meetings in
the showers. The person responsible for this facility was their associate Hans
Patocki, a German prisoner.*°

The underground also held sway over most of the camp’s fourteen kapos.
Three of them were members, and five were under its sway. The kapos led
the prisoners to their work sites and supervised them there. Their role was
critical — on these trips and at the work sites the prisoners were under the
thumb of the ss guards, and the prisoners were thus at high risk. Two of the
twelve block chiefs were from the resistance, while another four were under
its influence. Nearly all the deputy block chiefs were under its influence or ac-
tual members. The blocks were divided into rooms, with each room under the
authority of a room warden (Stubendienst). Four out of twelve of these were
members of the underground, and six under its influence.

The infirmary was a vital location. The camp was a breeding ground for
routine seasonal illnesses, as well as more serious diseases like typhus, dysen-
tery, diphtheria, scarlet fever, tuberculosis, and skin rashes of all kinds that
plagued the hungry and weak prisoners. Such prisoners were prime candi-
dates for selection for the gas chambers. The underground had two people
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there — Kreutzman and one other. All the prisoner-doctors were under the
influence of the underground and took action to save prisoners. When the
underground learned what criteria the ss doctors had set for the coming se-
lection, it made sure to keep sick prisoners from going to the infirmary. When
a selection approached, the doctors released all patients who were capable of
working, even if only for a few days. Once the danger passed these prisoners
were hospitalized again. When word came that a large selection was on the
way, one that could not be avoided, Muselmdnner were sent to the infirmary,
while others were kept out in an attempt to save them. Sometimes the un-
derground was able to save a prisoner from the gas chambers by getting him
classified as a skilled worker or a diligent and vital one.*

The camp’s barber, electrician, gardener, and tailor were also under the
underground’s influence or sympathetic to its goals. Some of the German and
Austrian prisoners who served as typists and administrative workers were
under the underground’s influence or at least aware of its demands and will-
ing to help so long as it did not involve any great personal risk.

The situation of the prisoners at Jawischowitz was dire. How much worse

might it have been without the underground’s activity?*?

Certainly in the
absence of the resistance the prisoners would have been much less well in-
formed and more subject to the deliberate campaign of disinformation pur-
sued by the ss, and unmitigated terror and hopelessness would have reigned.
Members of the underground collected information and disseminated what
they could confirm. They had several sources of intelligence — the Polish min-
ers; the Nazi newspapers in which the miners wrapped the sandwiches they
brought from home; newspapers they found in the camp office’s trash; visits
by prisoner officers whose jobs enabled them to enter in the village of Jawi-
schowitz and other villages in the area; and Allied radio broadcasts they heard
clandestinely on a radio constructed by the camp’s prisoner-electricians, on
private radios that ss men gave to the electricians for repair, and on Baldus’s
kitchen radio. Another source was the prisoners who continued to arrive in
the camp in the unceasing shipments.**

The underground did its best to convince the Polish laborers that they and
the prisoners were allies. It took a long time to do so, but the longer the two
groups rubbed shoulders, and the more they came to understand that the war
was going against the Third Reich, it began to succeed. However, the under-
ground had only limited success in its efforts to use threats of retribution
after the war and other means to gain influence over ss personnel. It was
very difficult to get through to those who had been enlisted from among the
German minorities in Romania, Hungary, and Yugoslavia. Some of them had
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been forced into service, and their families were being held hostage to ensure
their good behavior and efficiency.*

In Jawischowitz, as in Birkenau, escape operations were considered a
prime objective. In both locations the underground sought to get out pris-
oners who would be able to establish contact with the resistance outside, to
carry out important information, and help prepare the escape of others. This
was the reason Eliezer had been included in two of the breakout operations
from Birkenau. At least three of those attempts succeeded in enabling a few
prisoners to flee.®®

There were also larger escape plans. The first idea was to spark a general
rebellion in coordination with armed partisans outside the camp. The latter
would help get prisoners out of the camp, escort those prisoners who were
able to escape, and to conceal them until they could organize themselves as
a fighting unit. But the plot was never carried out. It was difficult to obtain
agreement across the board from all the underground groups; there were
fears and clashing interests; and the good news they heard from the front af-
fected different people in different ways — it energized those who supported
an uprising but redoubled the apprehensions of those who felt that they had
something to lose.*®

A second escape plan involved digging a tunnel from Block 7, Oléar’s block,
to outside the camp. Its location near the fence made it a good place to begin
a tunnel under the fence. According to the plan, a large group of prisoners
would crawl through and be met on the other side by armed partisans who
would, again, conceal them until the prisoners could form an armed resis-
tance unit of their own. The conspirators succeeded in completing the tunnel,
and a date for the escape was set. As luck would have it, however, a group of
German prisoners from another block began to dig their own tunnel with-
out any coordination with the Jews. One of the Germans informed on his
fellows to the ss, setting a snowball rolling that led in the end to the arrest
of Karl Grummer, the camp secretary, and then of Oléar and one of his room
wardens, Eliewitch. The latter was one of the senior members of the under-
ground, a veteran of the Spanish Civil War and member of the group that was
involved in the conspiracy. They were interrogated and beaten ruthlessly but,
despite their knowledge of and involvement in the plan, did not incriminate
their comrades. In the end they were transferred to Monowitz and punished,
but survived. The punitive action taken by the ss—increased surveillance,
the dispersal of prisoners to other blocks, and later the dispatch of others to
other camps, along with the Gestapo’s efforts to uncover the underground
network, led the resistance to abandon the plan and cover its tracks. Meetings
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between different cells were abandoned, and even more-stringent precau-
tions were taken not to allow unknown people to gain any knowledge of the
underground’s work.*”

In a third operation, Polish partisans were to attack the convoys from the
camp to the work sites. The armed militias would kill the guards and enable
the members of the underground —and any other prisoners who wanted to
join them — to flee in all directions. The partisans would then hide the escap-
ees, as in the other plans. But this never came to fruition.*®

The French-Jewish section of the French cell, led by Henri Krasucki, was
also involved — a Communist cell of Polish-born French prisoners who had
been arrested after the Nazi occupation of France and sent to Beaune-la-
Rolande, Drancy, and other detention camps, and in the end reached Ausch-
witz. It was in this framework that the Polish Jews from Paris operated. In the
spring of 1944 they still trusted Eliezer.*®

They were the first prisoners from France to join the resistance in the
camp, and they filled the French slot on the international committee. Later
they were joined by other Frenchmen; at its height the group had about thirty
members. Krasucki, an impressive young man of eighteen or nineteen, was
the group’s leader and its representative in the underground leadership.
Spending his nights in the mine, he engaged in underground activity during
the day. He established contact with the Polish miners and participated in
sabotage operations in the mine, despite the fact that these led to the impo-
sition of sanctions on the prisoners and civilian miners, who were unable to
fill their quotas. Along with other members of the cell, he worked to keep the
prisoners’ spirits up, to show them how they could, despite everything, and
especially their hunger, “behave properly and maintain moral values . . . to
keep in mind the goal of fighting the Germans.” He also worked to curb the
brutality of the kapos and other officials, and to set an example of good and
humane behavior that could inspire others. Along with allies in other under-
ground groups, Krasucki sought ways to help their fellow prisoners, but in
particular other members of the Communist Party or those close to them.
They sought to supplement the prisoners’ rations, to get them easier work
assignments, to give them enough rest, and to defend everyone they could
against the kapos and others — always within the unwritten law of the camp,
in which aid was extended first and foremost to the members of one’s own
group.*

This group was Eliezer’s natural environment, and he enjoyed the impri-
matur of the revered Handelsman.* When he arrived he tried to establish
contact with the activists at the camp, but several members of the leadership
gave him a cold shoulder. He attributed this to the rumors of the inquiry that
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had been conducted about his actions — rumors he had heard about while still
in Birkenau from his friend Majcher Langman. Eliezer had transferred Lang-
man to Block 20 after being appointed its head and had named him room war-
den. Langman had told him about the in absentia inquiry about his actions as
a block leader in Birkenau. The inquiry took up his relations with the Nazis
and violent camp officials. It also examined allegations of violent behavior
by Eliezer himself and considered whether all these actions had indeed been
unavoidable, in the best judgment of the underground, in the framework of
the missions it had assigned Eliezer or ones he had initiated with its approval.

Eliezer did not take the treatment he received at Jawischowitz sitting
down. He turned to Herman Achsen, a Communist and Spanish Civil War vet-
eran, and other senior figures in the underground in an effort to find out what
was being kept from him — in other words, what had been the outcome of the
inquiry and what it meant for his future. He received an ambiguous response.
Josef Regliszyn and Achsen told him that the charges against him had been
found to be baseless. But others, Victor Majzlik among them, intimated or told
him explicitly that the party had issued a ban against him for “killing, tor-
menting, and beating his defenseless comrades at Birkenau.”** Both versions
of the collected recollections of the members of the French group at Jawischo-
witz mention Eliezer only in passing, in a footnote, and in a negative light. His
absence from their accounts is telling and certainly not coincidental.

Oddly, Jawischowitz was, for his family, a ray of light for a while. Like many
others, Eliezer had disappeared in the rush of events, and after he was sent
to Auschwitz, his family had no idea where he was or what had happened to
him. His father, by then a central figure in Yishuv politics, was the permanent
vice chairman of the Jewish Agency Executive, a member of the Polish-Jewish
community’s “Committee of Four,” and, from the end of 1942, also chairman
of the Jewish Agency’s Rescue Committee.*> He did all he could to find out
what had happened to his son. He had at his disposal means to do so that ordi-
nary people did not, and he had no hesitations about taking advantage of his
position.

The family began looking for him in the summer of 1942, when they
learned that he had been deported from France. In the spring of 1944, his fa-
ther’s efforts to obtain information brought in a surprising piece of news. He
had spoken to Gerhart Riegner, secretary of the World Jewish Congress in Ge-
neva, who decided — despite his hunch that it would be useless — to send ten
packages addressed to Eliezer Gruenbaum to the ten concentration camps he
knew of. On May 1, 1944, he received a postcard from Eliezer, which had been
sent from Jawischowitz on April 29, saying that he had received “three food
packages” from “Relico,” the World Jewish Congress’s welfare arm. Despite the
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war, it took only three days for the postcard to get from Jawischowitz in Upper
Silesia to Riegner’s desk. Richard Lichtheim, who worked with Riegner in
Geneva, immediately sent a cable to Jerusalem, telling the family that Eliezer
was alive and in Jawischowitz. “For all intents and purposes it is Birkenau,” he
added. The elder Gruenbaum and his colleagues in the Yishuv leadership in
Jerusalem knew the location of Auschwitz-Birkenau, but they would learn the
nature of the place only two or three months hence.**

Who else in the camp knew that Eliezer had received the packages? The
fact could not easily have been concealed, given the crowded conditions and
the hunger that prevailed there. If it was known, it could have had two oppos-
ing results. Some may have been angry at and jealous of this “prince,” son of
a famous Polish Jewish leader, who was once again getting preferential treat-
ment. The fact that a small number of other Jews received packages as well
would not have mollified these critics. On the other hand, the packages could
have reinforced the belief that Eliezer had special status and connections in
the camp, which could be an asset to his fellows. Some other prisoners later
testified that this was the reason they chose him for leadership positions.*

The information on what kind of camp Auschwitz indeed was was not long
in coming. It came from Rudolf Vrba and Alfred Wetzler, two men who had
fled the camp.*® This information did not cause Yitzhak Gruenbaum to ease
up on his insistence that the Jewish Agency Executive demand that the Allies
bomb the death camps and the roads leading to them. Up to that point he had
been unable to gain the support of a majority of his colleagues in the Execu-
tive. Two months would pass, until the end of June and beginning of July 1944,
before the Jewish Agency in Jerusalem and London would make his position
its official one. Now that Gruenbaum had solid information that his son was
located in the network of camps that he was demanding be bombed, the situ-
ation became even more convoluted and dramatic.*’

Even though Eliezer was acquainted with leaders of the underground cells,
was in contact with them, and was in the know about some of their activities,
he was at most a supporting actor. Perhaps this was because he had been re-
jected and ostracized by the group. Or it might have been that he realized that,
given the rumors flying about regarding his past actions, he needed to keep
a low profile, focus on his daily struggle for survival, and wait for the furor
to pass.*®

During the last third of January 1945 a flurry of activity, restlessness, and
tension was evident at both Buna-Monowitz and Jawischowitz. Even those
Nazis who succeeded in shutting out the thunder of the Soviet artillery that
had already deployed in nearby Krakéw and the reports on the radio and in
the newspapers about the advance of the forces of the Soviet general Ivan
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Stepanovich Konev along the Vistula could hardly ignore the thunder of the
bombs that U.S. aircraft were dropping on the camp’s factories and in the area,
or the air raid sirens that went off whenever masses of combat squadrons
screeched over the camps on their way to bomb strategic targets. The West-
ern powers had told the members of the Jewish Agency Executive, Yitzhak
Gruenbaum among them, that the Allied command could not afford to allot
planes to bomb the camp because this would divert them from vital targets.
Furthermore, the Executive was told, bombs on the camps were liable to kill
Jews.*’ On January 17-19 the Jawischowitz camp prepared for evacuation.*®
The last prisoners to descend into the Jawischowitz mines were the contin-
gents that began their shift on the night of January 17. The next morning the
ss and camp administration began burning all the documents and archives in
the camp offices. At about 3 p.m. all the prisoners were ordered to assemble
outside. In an atmosphere of total and uncharacteristic disarray the guards
doled out bread, margarine, and sausages. Some of the ravenous prisoners
managed to grab a double portion. Others did not get a full ration. The guards
ordered each prisoner to take a blanket — the prisoners estimated the tem-
perature at between plus five and minus twenty-two degrees Fahrenheit.
Again, some seized several, but in the end the blankets turned out to be more
of a burden than a benefit. As snow fell, the blankets absorbed moisture and
became so heavy that the prisoners cast them off during the march.* On the
morning of January 19 the Jawischowitz prisoners joined the tail end of the
Auschwitz-Birkenau death march. About a hundred prisoners, the ill and oth-
ers who could not walk, were left behind at the camp. Two doctors remained
with them, but bereft of medicine, food, or coal for heating. Only a handful of
these were alive by the time the Soviets liberated the camp on January 25.>
By one account 1,948 prisoners set out on the death march; another source
puts the number at 1,998. They were divided into groups that took different
routes, passing close by Polish villages and towns. Some of the prisoners were
forced to pull and push sleds loaded with gear and spoils that the ss men had
taken with them. On the evening of January 19, the groups converged on the
towns of Poremba and Brzeszcze. In the latter, the prisoners slept outside,
with only a few finding shelter under the roofs of unfinished houses. Most
of the prisoners, especially the weaker ones who were not able to push them-
selves into such relatively protected spots, had no choice but to lie down in the
snow. Many of them died of exposure during the night.* The following morn-
ing, when the prisoners were ordered to continue the march, the ss gathered
together all the weak and dying and sprayed them with machine gun fire.
Concentration camp prisoners, group by group, continued to walk the fro-
zen and muddy roads of Eastern Europe throughout the month of January.
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Exhausted, they froze at night and starved by day. Their icy feet swelled and
were covered with blisters from their wooden clogs. Anyone who could not
keep up was killed — in individual cases by a shot to the back of the head, in
groups by automatic fire. Thousands of bodies were left in piles along the
roads. The prisoners trudged between the rows of snow-laden trees that lined
the roads, interspersed by hedgerows of bodies frozen solid like sculptures,
displaying the final spasms of death.

The prisoners from Jawischowitz who survived these horrors were even-
tually led to train stations. After a long wait, they were told to board a set of
open coal cars, full of snow that melted when it made contact with the prison-
ers’ bodies, soaking them in the freezing weather. When the train set off, the
wind froze the wet rags the prisoners were wearing, killing many.

One group, which was taken to the Wodzistaw station, was herded into
the railway engine depot, where the prisoners waited for a train to arrive.
They, too, were packed into coal cars so tightly that they could neither sit
nor lie down. There they waited in the cars, until the train started to move
on January 22 or 23. The train trip lasted several days and nights, depending
on the route. The trains had to stop at busy road crossings, and were further
delayed by mechanical problems, more urgent trains, and the general confu-
sion and disorder that typified the final stages of the collapse of Nazi military
and logistical systems. The cold remained unbearable, and no one thought to
provide the prisoners with food or drink. In many cases, the meager provi-
sions they were given when they left Jawischowitz were the only food they ate
during the entire ordeal. In some places compassionate civilians tossed loaves
of bread at the convoy. A prisoner who caught one would share it out with
those around him — if he did not, those around him would grab it out of his
hands. In some cases, the ss men who put them on the coal cars threw some
bread in as well, but in the resulting chaos some prisoners were unable to lay
hands on even a small piece.

The trains took the prisoners to Mauthausen or Buchenwald and their sat-
ellite camps.> Eliezer was in one of the groups sent, on foot and by coal car,
to Buchenwald. Later, fighting for his good name, he would testify, as would
others, that during the death march he bore on his back an exhausted Com-
munist comrade, caring for him the entire way. Without his help, he and his
supporters said, this man would never have survived the march.*

In June 1944 there had been about three thousand prisoners at Jawischow-
itz. At the time of evacuation there were, as noted above, slightly fewer than
two thousand. In other words, during the camp’s final six months, a third of
the prisoners disappeared. They either died of exposure, hunger, disease,
and exhaustion, or were beaten and murdered by the Nazis and their collab-
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orators. According to the best scholarly estimates, only about five hundred
survived the death march that set out from Jawischowitz. Those who arrived
at the Mauthausen and Buchenwald camps lived to endure another terrible
stage in their suffering.*®

Eliezer reached Buchenwald toward the end of January 1945. As he had at
Auschwitz, Birkenau, and Jawischowitz, he sought out acquaintances from
the underground cells. In his new location, he had to do this in the midst
of utter chaos, to find them among the tens of thousands of long-standing
prisoners there and tens of thousands more who had arrived from other
camps. Yet, by push and shove, he managed, within just a few days, to locate
the underground’s leaders, and they managed to find him. That did not mean
that the rumors that had plagued him in Jawischowitz did not make it to Bu-
chenwald — they did, but were not as much of an obstacle. He again busied
himself with the overt aid and covert underground activities, usually with
the knowledge and agreement of the leadership. Yet, as he acclimatized to
the new camp he became more and more aware that the accusations that had
pursued him had not disappeared or been dismissed. On the contrary, they
gained force and weight, and, he realized, they could overwhelm him.
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Buchenwald,

January-June 1945

BUCHENWALD’S ORIGINAL NAME had been the Ettersberg
Concentration Camp, after the nearby mountain of that name, located about
five miles north of Weimar in Thiiringen, in east-central Germany. A group of
149 men, most of them convicted criminals but some of them political prison-
ers, had arrived there on July 16, 1937, to lay the foundations for what would
eventually become one of the largest concentration camps on German soil.
At its height, Buchenwald was the center of a network that included 130 sub-
camps and external units. A total of 238,980 prisoners from thirty countries
passed through it during its period of operation, and 43,045 of them, includ-
ing Soviet POWs, were murdered there or died of other causes.!

The camp had three branches. The so-called Large Camp held long-serving
prisoners; the Small Camp was a detention center where prisoners were held
until their fate was decided; while the Tent Camp was designated for Polish
prisoners incarcerated there after the German invasion of their country.
These three branches were supplemented by administrative buildings, an ss
barracks, and factories built on site. During its final period, a special block was
built to hold child prisoners. Hermann Pister served as the camp’s commander
from 1942 through its liberation in April 1945.% Since 1942, tens of thousands
of slave laborers from the camp had been employed in an arms factory located
next to the camp. But hardly any of them were Jews —on October 17, 1942,
an order mandated the transfer of all Jewish prisoners from concentration
camps located in Germany to Auschwitz. Only 204 Jews, who had skills vital
to the camp’s operation, remained. This changed only in 1944, when Buchen-
wald began to receive shipments of Hungarian Jews from Auschwitz. After a
brief stay in the main camp, most of these were sent on to the sub-camps to
be used for arms production.® Thousands of more Jews, including children
and teenagers, began to arrive on January 18, 1945, after Auschwitz and other
camps in the east were evacuated. A special block was built in the Tent Camp
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to hold them — Block 8, which held more than six hundred prisoners. Most of
them survived.*

Some of Eliezer’s former associates from the other Auschwitz camps also
survived their death marches and made it to Buchenwald. They found an
already operating prisoner underground there, one that had been formed in
the camp’s early years. The group’s original goal had been to plant members
in central positions of influence, provide mutual support, and to remove the
camp’s criminal elements from positions of power.

Some of the criminal prisoners enjoyed the backing of the ss and some
figures in the camp administration. Nevertheless, the underground was
gradually able to insinuate its own members into positions of influence, even
if their standing was always tenuous. After the war broke out the Germans
arrested masses of political prisoners in the countries it occupied and sent
them to Buchenwald. As a result new underground groups formed by prison-
ers of different national groups sprang up. In 1943 the different groups united
under an International Underground Committee. As in Auschwitz, Jews were
members.®

In addition to saving the lives of prisoners and, in a modest way, improv-
ing conditions, the Buchenwald resistance scored some impressive successes
of other kinds, in particular by carrying out sabotage operations in the arms
factories. These were pursued in nearly all the factories in which prisoners
were employed. The underground was also able to disrupt the evacuation of
the Jewish prisoners during the camp’s final days. The ss sought to remove
the Jews from areas that were in danger of being taken over by the invading
forces so that the annihilation of these prisoners could continue at a time and
under conditions amenable to the Nazis. Furthermore, the ss wanted to do
away with all witnesses to the atrocities its forces had committed. The Nazis
also believed that they might be able to use the Jews as bargaining chips.

The evacuation of Buchenwald began on April 6, 1945, and reached its cli-
max the next day, when tens of thousands of prisoners were removed from
the main camp and sub-camps. The underground did its best to disrupt the
process by scrambling ss orders and creating bureaucratic, logistical, and
other tie-ups. It also used the arms and ammunition that members had man-
aged to smuggle into the camp. Taking advantage of the demoralized state of
the Nazis and the fact that most of the ss personnel were already gone, the
underground was able to take control and capture the ss soldiers who had
been left behind and block the roads out, all this before the arrival of the
U.S. forces that liberated the camp on April 11. The Americans freed about
twenty-one thousand prisoners who remained there, among them some four
thousand Jews —about one thousand of whom were children and teenagers.
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The Nazis had nevertheless managed to remove 28,250 prisoners from the
camp. About seven thousand to eight thousand of these were murdered or
died of other causes during the evacuation. Another seventeen to eighteen
thousand were murdered or died in the sub-camps. The underground’s dis-
ruption of the evacuation process saved many lives.®

Eliezer and other prisoners later testified that during his few months in
Buchenwald he became involved in the underground and took part in its op-
erations in the period before the liberation.” He had reached Buchenwald at
the end of January.® Throughout the death march he had cared for and carried
his friend Shimon (Szymon) Rutkowski, a leader of the Polish Communist cell
at Birkenau and later a leader of the party in postwar Poland.” When Eliezer
arrived at Buchenwald he had sought out his underground associates from
Birkenau, as well as those from Jawischowitz who had not rejected him. These
may have included Jozef Szpilski, Suttor, Achsen, Dymenski, and Blass. He
may also have contacted Henri Krasucki and Roger Trugnan of the French
cell.’ Szpilski had been a leader of the Polish Socialists at Birkenau; Dymen-
ski had served as chief of Block 9, and when Eliezer was transferred out of
Block 9, Dymenski pressed him to reassume command of the block. Eliezer
had met Blass, a German Jew, when Dymenski brought him to Block 9, and
Blass later became block chief himself. Suttor had been an underground ac-
tivist in Birkenau. Achsen was a German Communist, a leader of the nucleus
of the underground at Jawischowitz, and had been involved in the inquiry
into Eliezer’s actions.

Eliezer’s efforts to connect up with them aroused mixed feelings. Some
wanted him involved and cleared the way for him; others continued to have
reservations. Eliezer asked Blass, whose courage and integrity he trusted,
whether he had gone over the line and done things that should not be done.
On the whole, it seemed as if the pall hanging over his head had just grown
darker.

Eliezer chose not to look the other way. Maybe he thought that he had
nothing to lose, or perhaps he presumed that if the accusations against him
had any foundation, it would be better to have it dealt with in the framework
of the underground’s institutions and procedures before any particular in-
dividual with an ax to grind took advantage of the chaos of the Nazi collapse
to close real or imagined accounts with him." He may well also have thought
that it would be better to have the matter out with other scarred survivors
of the inferno rather than to be judged after the war by people who did not
understand the rules by which the concentration camp world operated.
Whatever the case, he asked the leaders of the camp’s Polish Communist cell
to conduct an official, open, and thorough inquiry. He asked to be informed of
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the specific charges against him, to be informed who was testifying against
him, to examine the evidence, and if necessary to contend face to face with his
comrades from the underground, who had also taken on posts in the camps.
If there were skeletons in his closet, he maintained, they should be aired out,
along with everyone else’s skeletons as well.

As the inquiry got under way, Eliezer recalled that when he arrived at Aus-
chwitz his comrades from the leadership at Beaune-la-Rolande had intimated
to him that he should be wary of prisoners whose underhanded dealings — for
example, the theft and sale of food rations on the camp’s black market — had
suffered from the efforts of Eliezer and other members of the leadership to
stop them. The leadership had done so because these activities had put all the
members of the underground at risk and had encroached on the few rights
that they had."

This second inquiry was as transparent as it could be, given that it was con-
ducted while the prisoners were still under the thumb of the Nazis. Prisoners
in many camps conducted their own improvised inquiries and trials during
the final period before liberation, and afterward. Sometimes punishments
were meted out before an inquiry was completed. Prisoners took revenge on
fellow prisoners who had mistreated them, sometimes lynching them at the
first opportunity. Natan Orbach, who encountered Eliezer at Buchenwald,
was a witness to such an incident involving Eliezer. “Two shkotzim'® began
to beat Gruenbaum fiercely,” he related. “I heard him shout ‘Save me! They're
killing me!’”

This attack was part of a campaign that prisoners carried out to pay back
kapos and other prisoner functionaries. Orbach ran to a block, 23 or 24,
where French prisoners lived, some of whom were, like Eliezer, veterans of
the Spanish Civil War. Orbach alerted them to what was going on. Eliezer’s
friends intervened, and the attackers let him go. Orbach testified that Eliezer
was arank-and-file prisoner at Buchenwald who worked in sanitation. He also
related that both he and Eliezer had received packages and that they shared
the food they contained with their fellow prisoners. Orbach had not been at
Birkenau and did not know how Eliezer had acted there. But when he asked
other prisoners about that, he was told “Don’t ask unnecessary questions.”**
Did Eliezer become a target of such attacks simply because it was known that
he had been a block chief, and vengeful prisoners went after anyone who had
been involved with the Nazis? And if they believed him guilty, why did the
members of the French group save him rather than taking advantage of this
convenient opportunity to be rid of him?

Two inquiries into Eliezer’s actions took place in Buchenwald. The first
was conducted by Stanislave Kisiel, Stefaniak from Zaglebie, and Baruch
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Goldberg, all three of them members of the camp’s Communist underground.
Kisiel was assigned to seek out Eliezer’s accusers and to collect their concrete
accusations. The major accusers were the surviving Czech prisoners, prin-
cipal among them a barber named Karol. This group made four accusations
against Eliezer — that he had acted roughly and had beaten prisoners without
cause; that he had given preference to Poles and had mistreated Czechs; that
he had stolen food rations from their rightful owners; and that he had taken
part in pressuring the Czechs to hand over money and valuables.

Eliezer denied most of the charges, but admitted that a few of the counts
were correct. He had indeed beaten a Dr. Niedzwiedz, one of the Czech group’s
leaders, he said, but had done so “without being acquainted with him or
knowing who he was.” The victim was actually a prominent figure among the
Czechs, Dr. Milo§ Nedvéd, born on September 21, 1908, in Prague and killed
on March 23, 1943, at Auschwitz; Nedvéd was a physician and researcher, an
underground activist, and a son of a senator in the Czech parliament. As a
member of the Czech underground he had secretly provided medical care,
money, and other things to the resistance against the Nazi occupation. Under-
ground groups, the Communists in particular, met in his clinic and laborato-
ries. In March 1942 he was turned in to the Nazis by a physician colleague who
informed on his resistance activity and his connections in the underground
to his father-in-law, Professor Nejedly, a leading Communist and anti-Nazi
propagandist in Moscow. This relationship had granted the doctor further
cachet among the members of the party in Czechoslovakia and in Auschwitz-
Birkenau. He was interrogated and cruelly tortured by the Nazis in the hope
that he would turn in his colleagues and lay out his connections with the Com-
munist cells active in the Czech provinces. Apparently he did not break. In
fact, during his imprisonment, Dr. Nedvéd seems to have managed to convey
to the underground information that came his way in prison. On December
15, 1942, he was deported with his wife to Theresienstadt, and in January 1943
he was sent to Auschwitz, where he died two months later of typhus.*® Eliezer
confirmed that the doctor had been in his block at Auschwitz, and that he had
beaten him, but without knowing who he was. He admitted striking others
without cause, but denied stealing food from other prisoners or extracting
money from Czechs. He also said he had never insulted prisoners because of
their national origin, although he did use the Czech epithet pepiki, a dimin-
utive used to refer to Czechs that the members of that nation find offensive.
But, he maintained, he quickly changed his attitude — in January 1943, when
all the Jews were removed from Block 9 and replaced by Poles, Eliezer, then
Konczal’s deputy, sent the Poles out to do hard labor and kept the Czechs in the
block. When Konczal, the block chief, found out about this, he beat Eliezer.
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Karol, his chief accuser, had been present during this incident, he claimed.
All this happened when there were about one thousand prisoners living in the
barracks, during a very difficult and tense period at the camp.

Things changed afterward. The brutal Konczal had been transferred to
another barracks, to be replaced by Dymenski, a good friend to members of
the underground. The change in the block command and the replacement of
several other block officers brought about a change in the atmosphere. Dy-
menski, Eliezer said, had confirmed at the time that no complaints had been
lodged against him by the Czechs who had been in the block then or there-
after. “I also want to mention,” he told his interrogators, “that a few Czechs
who have made accusations against me have confirmed that in the spring of
1943 I was a block chief at the camp and that my behavior was unexceptional.”
One of the Czechs told him then that this period, when Eliezer had taken out
his anger and frustration on that group, had been three black weeks in his
life.* The judges noted his confession about beating prisoners and acquitted
him on the charges of theft and taking money from prisoners. While we know
the results of this proceeding only from sources close to Eliezer, they seem to
be reliable in reporting that the judges in this proceeding found that, in the
large picture, Eliezer had done nothing exceptional in pursuing his responsi-
bilities at that time. This is reinforced by the fact that he continued to serve as
a block officer under Dymenski, at the latter’s request, and with the support
of his party comrades.

Yonatan Gruenbaum concisely referred to this stage in Eliezer’s tribula-
tions as a relief. His brother, he wrote, had been accused of beating some of
his block-mates, but that was the end of it. Eliezer’s counsel in a later pro-
ceeding, André Ballot, offered more details: “The commission of inquiry was
set up by a covert underground organization. After collecting about a dozen
depositions, it ruled in Gruenbaum’s favor, pointing out the great work he had
done at Birkenau.” Furthermore, the lawyer said, after the commission found
that his actions as block chief had not gone beyond what was reasonable in
those circumstances, he was permitted to once more join his friends in the en-
ergetic resistance activity that was then being pursued at Buchenwald. He was
party to the plans for an armed takeover of the camp, using ammunition and
arms that members of the underground had stolen from the Gustloff-Werke
factory."”

As the German army collapsed, the lawyer went on, Eliezer took part in
planning the uprising and “was even among its leaders.” On April 11, 1945,
he took part in cutting through the barbed-wire fence when the camp was
liberated. That same day, he was placed at the head of a Polish unit that was
assigned to scour the camp to catch fleeing ss personnel. This uprising saved
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the lives of thirty thousand prisoners, the lawyer claimed (in fact, twenty-one
thousand were saved)." Following the liberation of the camp, Eliezer was
elected a member of the committee that represented the camp’s Polish res-
idents. This was one further piece of evidence that Eliezer and those who
defended him had been successful in persuading the members of the com-
mission of inquiry of Eliezer’s innocence, and that the problems had been
resolved at least for a time. Otherwise he would not possibly have been named
a member of the Polish cell and one of its representatives on Buchenwald’s
International Underground Committee.

Another fact supports the claim that, at least at that stage, the underground
accepted Eliezer’s word that he had carried out all these actions in the liberated
camp at the behest of the Communist-dominated Polish government-in-exile
that had taken control of Poland with Soviet support. He had been tasked with
persuading former prisoners who were Polish exiles to return to their home-
land and to participate in the construction of a new Poland. To carry out this
assignment he was sent to Paris to speak to his friends there."

In addition to this inquiry by the Communist activists at Buchenwald, and
apparently slightly in advance of it, a group of “reactionary” Poles, as Eliezer
and his associates called them (meaning Polish nationalists of the Ak and
other right-wing groups), conducted its own investigation at the camp. In the
background to this move were the ideological and tactical differences among
the Polish former prisoners. Those from the center and right claimed that
their leftist compatriots had been involved in killing prisoners by injections
of poison and other means, charges that grew out of the fact that the left-wing
group gave priority to helping its members and those close to it. When they
had to top up a quota for the gas chambers or assign prisoners to an especially
arduous work detail, the right-wingers charged, the leftists did all they could
to save their own people. That meant replacing them with political opponents.
But this inquiry also ended up not convicting Eliezer of any crime.*

After Buchenwald’s liberation, Eliezer’s family and friends received word
that he was safe and, all things considered, healthy.” The news had come from
Isaac (Ignacy) Schwarzbart, a Polish-Jewish leader and a former member of
the Sjem, and his wife, who had immediately sent the family their best wishes
from London. Schwarzbart said he had found out that Eliezer was alive when
he read a report filed by Florian Sokolov, military correspondent for a Polish
daily newspaper, Deziennik Polski, on April 25, 1945, saying that Eliezer had
been found among the inmates at Buchenwald. Schwarzbart passed the in-
formation on to Palcor, the Jewish Agency’s news service, and to the local cor-
respondent for the London Morning Journal. He requested that another Polish
Jewish leader, Anshel Reiss, a member of Mapai who was preparing to travel

72 ||| AJewish Kapo in Auschwitz



from England to France, ask Marc Jarblum to look after Eliezer. He also asked
another acquaintance, a Polish government official in London, to see after
him. Schwarzbart also applied to the Polish Red Cross. He reported all these
efforts to Yitzhak Gruenbaum. He also said that he had notified Ben-Gurion,
who had been overjoyed. “The most important thing,” Schwarzbart wrote, “is
that your son is alive. [ am so happy that in the midst of all these catastrophes
and pain you have been given some happiness.”*?

On June 2, 1945, Schwarzbart updated the worried father about his son. He
said that he had met with Sokolov and “interrogated” him about Eliezer’s con-
dition. Sokolov “spoke to him [Eliezer] for a fair amount of time,” Schwarzbart
reported. Sokolov’s impression was that “Eliezer looks well.” He was wearing
civilian clothes that fit him, seemed to be in full possession of himself and
acted coolly, keeping his “old demeanor.” Schwarzbart seems to have wanted
to signal to Yitzhak that he should get used to the fact that his son remained
a staunch Communist. Eliezer was already in contact with his associates in
Paris, planning out his future, but apparently had no intention of joining his
family in Palestine. Schwarzbart did not know if Eliezer was still in Buchen-
wald, where Sokolov had apparently seen him, but promised that when he
himself got to Paris he would check out Eliezer’s status and plans. Eliezer had
given Sokolov a letter for his father, which was already in the mail. “The most
important thing,” Schwarzbart reassured Yitzhak, “is that after such horrify-
ing events he is still alive, healthy, and ready to get back into action.”**

Eliezer was eager to resume his party activities and enthusiastic about
carrying out faithfully and successfully the mission to Paris that had been as-
signed to him. But the next round in his campaign to stay alive and protect his
good name was gathering steam. This time the arenas would be Communist
Party headquarters in Warsaw and the Polish party’s branch in Paris.
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Warsaw-Paris,

Paris-Warsaw,

June-September 1945

A NEW INQUIRY INTO ELIEZER’S conduct in the camps got
under way on May 25, 1945. Once again it was a panel sponsored by the Polish
Communist Party. Its members included two men named Kowalski and Eis-
ner.' The inquiry was conducted in Warsaw, Buchenwald, and Paris, and was
divided into three principal parts that were carried out in parallel in these
different locations: the presentation of the accusations, the collection of ev-
idence, and the examination of witnesses. This first part was concluded on
September 7, by which time Eliezer was already preoccupied with the sub-
sequent French investigation. The second part began the following June 3,
with Eliezer’s opening statement and questions put to him in person and in
correspondence, and lasted until August 22. The third part, which took place
on August 13, consisted of a rigorous inquisitorial cross-examination. The
verdict was written in September 1945. Each point in the verdict included a
one- or two-line summary of the evidence that the judges considered criti-
cal. The verdict itself was concise, just a line and a half long, and it sealed
Eliezer’s fate.”

This time the charges were much more detailed, there were many more
witnesses, and the proceedings were much longer. Eliezer’s responses to the
commission were also more detailed, and a reader cannot help but be im-
pressed both by the extent of his knowledge about underground activity in
Auschwitz and the centrality of his involvement, to the extent that a prisoner
at Birkenau could play a major role in such a terrifying and compartmental-
ized environment.

The evidence presented to him outlined an “indictment” centered on his
transgressions against Communist Party ideology and policy; verbal violence
and viciousness; withholding assistance from members of party cells; com-
merce in food stolen from prisoners; preventing those under his sway from
receiving medical care; abuse of prisoners in his block via his helpers; direct
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abuse of prisoners; beating prisoners and causing permanent injury; dis-
patch of prisoners to the gas chambers; abetting manslaughter and murder;
and manslaughter and murder.

He responded to these charges in writing and orally, at length and in detail,
in his opening statement, under cross-examination, and in his summing-up.
He questioned witnesses and wrote personal letters to the coordinators of the
inquiry, urging them to bring it to a conclusion. All this was carefully docu-
mented in party documents that eventually made their way into the Polish
national archives, where I hunted them down. The files contain dozens of
pages in Polish, most of them typed on manual typewriters, with the addition
of handwritten proofreading marks and notes. The file also includes docu-
ments relating to the trial conducted against Eliezer and his Communist cell
comrades in £6dz in 1929 — during the postwar proceeding, some witnesses
referred obliquely to his youthful transgressions against the party.

In his lengthy opening statement, Eliezer surveyed his actions from the
time he and the other members of his group were taken from Beaune-la-
Rolande, through his time in Auschwitz, Birkenau, Buna-Monowitz, Jawis-
chowitz, and Buchenwald. Here and there he referred to his time in Spain,
Paris, and Poland. His aim was to place his endeavors in the context and in-
form his judges of the background to his deeds. He clearly understood that
not only his place in his Communist cell and his right to remain part of it
were at stake, but his life as well. He did everything in his power to respond
to the entire range of accusations that had been leveled at him, both minor
and major. To every extent possible, he sought to make distinctions between
different kinds of offenses, from the seemingly mild to the more serious. In
doing so, he sought to place his actions in perspective and proportion. It was
an environment where denying a prisoner shoes, a slice of bread, or a shirt, or
assigning him to a hard-labor detail, might have been the equivalent of sen-
tencing him to death.

Here and there the proceeding extracted very personal emotional reac-
tions to the inexorable way in which the prisoners in the camps regressed
into a herd mentality and into their basest animal instincts. He also spoke
of his personal sense of betrayal, his frustration at what he saw as a lack of
appreciation for his efforts. Implicitly but also explicitly, he accused his com-
rades of hypocrisy. He talked about what leadership, devotion, self-sacrifice,
and courage meant in a place like the camps, where being a leader meant be-
coming part of the Nazi hierarchy.

He acknowledged the facts of some of the charges against him, in most
cases seeking to explain why he had been unable to act in any other way. His
opponents would later maintain that criminals generally deny the accusations
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against them. Eliezer intimated that some of his accusers, ones who had
also served in problematic positions in the camps, had joined the campaign
against him out of fear that the skeletons in their own closets would be taken
out and inspected. He posited a conspiracy —he had been abandoned, sac-
rificed, made into a scapegoat. A reader of his opening statement can easily
dismiss all this self-justification — after all, most criminals insist that their
hands are clean.

But it clearly shows that he was well-informed about what was going on in
the camps. He knew the underground in great detail — the names of its major
players, activities, what had been achieved, and what had failed. He main-
tained assiduously that he had played a central role in all this. At some points
in the statement he accused his comrades of seeking to take credit due to him.
For the most part, he spoke fluently and cogently, presenting a chronological
account of events. At certain places, however, an association led him off on
a tangent. In some places he made claims that he later contradicted. In some
passages the reader gets the impression that rather than describe what ac-
tually happened, Eliezer constructed an account of events that put him at
the center and in the best possible light. In some places his self-possession
cracked.*

Sznajder and Wikrowiecki, his partners on the underground executive, had
been sent with him on the transport from Beaune-la-Rolande to Auschwitz.
Before their departure, the party organization in Paris had conveyed to them
specific instructions about what they were to do when they reached Germany.
Both the prisoners and the party leadership assumed that Germany, not Po-
land, was the destination. The instructions, which had been smuggled into
the camp in France, stated that all activists who accepted the party’s authority
were to act in accordance with four principles, all based on a common logic.
They were to take every measure, actively or passively, that could undermine
Nazi policy — sabotage, the refusal to accept any assignment, to pretend to be
ill at every opportunity, and refusal to provide any information at all about
one’s profession, especially regarding any profession that could be of use to
the Nazis or which they could exploit for their war aims. And, in fact, Eliezer
and his colleagues initially acted in accordance with these instructions when
they reached Auschwitz. When they were asked about their professions, all
of them refused to respond. About 250 prisoners remained in Auschwitz I,
most of them people who had nevertheless provided information about their
skills. The rest were sent to Birkenau. The conditions in Auschwitz, Eliezer
reminded his examiners, were better than those they found at Birkenau.

Since many of those who had been on the transport knew Eliezer and his
capabilities, they asked him to serve as “mediator and interpreter” of the
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camp kapo who had received them. Immediately upon his arrival he was
beaten, Eliezer related. The reason was that he had instructed his men to sit
when the kapo had ordered them to stand as a punishment.®

They spent three days at Auschwitz, Eliezer recounted. Despite the fact
that they were kept in isolation and despite the prohibition against making
contact with other prisoners in the camp, Eliezer said that he was able during
this time to converse with veteran prisoners. He learned from them the ex-
tent to which the instructions he had received from Communist Party head-
quarters in Paris had been based on ignorance of the conditions prevailing at
the camp and the rules of the game there. They had, it transpired, been sent
to an annihilation camp, not a labor camp as they had presumed. The upshot
was that to evade work by pleading a lack of expertise or illness was to be sent
to the gas chambers. The only way to survive the initial selection was to ex-
ploit connections with prisoners in positions of authority who could arrange
for a relatively easy job or ensure that the newcomer be placed in a relatively
tolerable environment such as a workshop. Furthermore, in Auschwitz the
conditions, and thus the chances of survival, were better.

He told the judges what he had heard among his comrades, that they also
understood that following the instructions they had received in Paris would
put the group in mortal danger. Anyone who concealed his profession would
face certain death, whereas anyone who had a needed skill had good chances
of survival. Following instructions would mean dooming themselves and
their fellow Communists to certain death. Despite all this, they did not agree
on the need to set aside the instructions. It took Eliezer several days to per-
suade his comrades to take a different approach. This was not the only time,
he implied, that his colleagues had carried out the party’s instructions to the
letter, no matter what the facts of the situation were — at least until the real
world whacked them in the face.

They were shipped to Birkenau on July 2, 1942.° Upon arrival, during the
long wait imposed on them as part of the different stages of the camp’s intake
process — registration, having their number tattooed on their forearms and
sewed on their clothes, and so on— they collected information on the place
and its rules. The more they learned about what awaited them, the clearer
it became that what they had heard about Birkenau in Auschwitz had been
“much too rosy” and that “the instructions [from Paris] had been written on
the assumption that we were going to perform civilian labor, in which case
the orders would have been meaningful.” They were simply not “practical in
a concentration camp.” These were, Eliezer said, “the first crises with the in-
structions from Paris,” which brought him by that time — with his comrades
falling in line with him gradually —to the decision to set aside his orders.

Warsaw-Paris-Warsaw, June-September 1945 77



To save themselves and to be in a position to save others, they resolved to do
everything possible to obtain service positions at the camp, if at all possible in
the blocks where they were to be housed.”

Eliezer related that at Birkenau they found people they knew from their
former lives in Paris, people who were willing to help. One of these was Her-
man Freilich, who helped install Eliezer in his post in the first block he was
assigned to. Other witnesses corroborated this. On the same principle, Eliezer
claimed, he and Freilich also tried to find a position for Ijziykléar Oléar —a
member of the group from Beaune-la-Rolande whom Eliezer had known in
Warsaw — but without success. Nevertheless, as his position grew stronger,
he and his associates — Eliezer did not say who — were better placed to place
people close to them in vital positions. They were able to assign doctors from
their group to the infirmary, at the same time that physicians who had ar-
rived a few days earlier in a different group were unable to get placed in the
infirmary and were sent to perform hard manual labor. The assigned doctors,
Eliezer told his interrogators, included Dr. Fajgenbaum, a party member, in
whose favor Eliezer personally intervened. Before long, Eliezer was able to
get Freilich an even better job as overseer of the prisoners who prepared and
distributed food. This enabled Eliezer and his associates to secretly divert
food to those they believed deserved help. Similarly, they were able to place
members of the Beaune-la-Rolande group in office jobs, which gave them
further influence over the placement of prisoners. He did not explain how
he managed to achieve such power in just a few days—in fact, he may have
jumped ahead of himself, referring to his position at a later date.?

According to Eliezer, such initiatives of his, or ones he was involved in,
produced a situation in which he and his associates were able to ensure that
his group, made up of Polish Jews who had emigrated to France — along with
being veterans of the Spanish Civil War and active Communists — were given
preference over prisoners who arrived on other transports. “I wish to note
that this cannot be seen as special achievement that our transport was given
preference over others, and obviously I feel bad about them [the people in the
other transports], but it produced for us several points of support in the con-
centration camp that enabled us in a later period to save an entire group of our
comrades.” He did not try to adorn the facts. He understood very well, as did
the judges, that the preference given to Eliezer’s group and their placement in
better positions meant that others who did not belong to or were not close to
the group received worse assignments. Under the conditions prevailing in the
camp, such preference could mean living days, weeks, or months longer, or
even surviving until liberation.’

He offered an account of his placement in Block 9, and how he fashioned

78 ||| AJewish Kapo in Auschwitz



his relations with Konczal. He was able to get on the block chief’s good side
by taking advantage of Konczal’s vocal objections to the overall set of Nazi
policies. This enabled Eliezer to play on the Pole’s patriotism and even, Eliezer
said, his “human feelings.” If you knew, he said, “how to play his game, you
could get some things done.” His brother Yonatan would later add that Eliezer
had also been able to get on Konczal’s good side by telling him pornographic
and other spicy stories about life in Paris — Eliezer knew such stories well
and was even better at telling them. This enabled him to get Konczal’s consent
to placing other men from his transport as block officers. But he was unable
to keep the block chief from beating whomever he wanted to whenever he
saw fit."

He was able to use the position he gained to help his friends, he said.
He could sneak a few extra slices of bread and other food to Sznajder and
Wikrowiecki, as well as to Langman and Oléar and others. He obtained shoes
for some. Had he been caught, his life would have been at risk. As soon as he
heard that a new detail was being put together to perform jobs at the camp —
easier and safer work that did not involve the long exhausting daily march to
a work site and back —and that the commander of the detail would be their
block commander, he was able to assign Oléar, and with the latter’s help also
the three other previously named men and one other.

Oléar was later chosen for a new job — filling mattresses with straw. “This
made it possible for him to offer friends preferential work conditions and
helped them with food as well,” Eliezer related. Oléar, he made a point of
mentioning, would also become a controversial figure when he was promoted
to block chief —a brutal one, even if at a certain point he changed his ways.
Eliezer said that his own main job was to seek out possibilities for cooperation
with the Poles and Russians interred at the camp, as well as with German po-
litical prisoners. It was, he stressed, difficult, complex, and dangerous work.
“One careless word and they would have turned us over to the ss, who would
have shot or murdered us.”*

He realized that by accepting a position like the ones he held in the blocks
and camps made him “part of the ss system of persecution. But we took that
into account from the start of our time in Birkenau” as part of the conscious
decision “to insert [our] people into those positions.” To the same extent it
was clear to him that to justify his involvement in the ss structure he had to
undermine that system everywhere he could. He also had to work to make
conditions easier for the prisoners and “to do everything possible to save”
prisoners, but first and foremost members of his group.

“I tried to do my jobs,” he declared. To succeed as a mediator between the
Germans and the prisoners, he explained, he had to consent to enforce clear
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rules of conduct in the block and to do everything to inculcate these rules in
the members of his group. They would be better off if they understood that
it was in their best interest to follow his instructions, which were aimed at
enforcing good behavior in the block. Obedience would avoid giving the block
chief an excuse to beat them, and his beatings could have dire consequences.
It was necessary to make the members of the group realize that if they wanted
to preserve some sort of autonomy in the block they had to keep the camp
rules. Nor could they circumvent his authority by applying directly to the
block chief. Doing so not only undermined Eliezer’s position, but infringed on
the group’s self-government by making Konczal less willing to permit them
to manage their own affairs. What was done to those who were not willing
to keep the rules, Eliezer asked, and answered his own question bluntly: “I
considered the matter and reached the conclusion that it was best to punch
some people in the face or cane them in order to keep things quiet.”

Breaking the rules was liable to have serious consequences. Konczal or a
delegate of his might take matters in hand, and Konczal’s punishments were
always worse than anything Eliezer imposed, up to and including the death
of the prisoner in question. But there was also another consequence, perhaps
a worse one — collective punishment, a method “very popular in the camp.”
In other blocks, the prisoners were allowed into the barracks only after the
lights-off’ bell rang, but were then woken up and sent outside for hours,
sometimes until the wake-up call. Many survivors have provided accounts
of such endless inspections, during which they were forced to stand in the
cold, wind, rain, and snow. The practice, Eliezer explained, was a simple pu-
nitive measure used to enforce order and hygiene. But he did not use it him-
self and sometimes even managed to dissuade the block chief from doing so.
In his block, unlike others, prisoners were allowed to stay inside when they
returned from work, and after they were counted they were also allowed to
eat there and were not forced to do so outside, as in other blocks. He himself,
Eliezer said at the conclusion of this part of his statement, had been beaten
“several times by the block chief for not using force to enforce silence in the
block.”*? This was not an answer to the question that had been posed during
the Buchenwald inquiry — whether there had been cases in which he had
beaten prisoners without reason. Neither was it the response he had offered
then, when he admitted that there had indeed been such cases.

Speaking to the issue of sick prisoners, he responded both directly and
indirectly to one of the most serious charges that had been leveled against
him — that he had mistreated and withheld medical care from sick inmates of
the blocks in which he had held positions of authority. “Going to the doctor,”
he explained to the panel of inquiry, “was for all practical purposes a death
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sentence.” But not all prisoners knew this and would go “to the doctor for
all sorts of stupid things (flu, scrapes on the legs and so on).” Such ailments
were liable to get them categorized as lacking in “economic value” and thus
as prisoners that were not worth keeping alive — which meant getting sent
straight to the gas chamber. It was thus imperative, Eliezer maintained, to
prevent prisoners whose medical condition did not warrant hospitaliza-
tion from seeing a doctor, despite the suffering this caused. Better for them
to try to get over their illnesses in the block, to hope that they would pass,
rather than take the risk of going to the infirmary, from which they might
not return. The old-timers at the camp were well aware of this, but the new
ones were not. “I tried, within the range of possibilities available to me, to
have only hopeless cases sent to the infirmary.” Such prisoners, he said, had
nothing to lose. But block officials could not share this information because
doing so could lead to charges from their superiors that they were trying to
disrupt camp procedures and rules. He nevertheless did inform the mem-
bers of his group about this, and “our comrades had instructions not to go to
the infirmary even though some of them came down with serious diseases.”
When it came to the rest of the prisoners, Eliezer said, he would “send them
off to work despite their objections. Sometimes I was able to leave them in
the barracks, without permission [from the block chief].” But this itself was
risky.” At the end of 1942, the camp instituted a new procedure regarding sick
prisoners. Prisoners could submit forms (Blockschonung) that were forwarded
to the doctors. A doctor’s signature could authorize a prisoner to remain in
the block for several days to rest, instead of reporting for work. But when the
trucks showed up to take the periodic shipment to the gas chambers, they had
a quota of unfit prisoners that they were supposed to collect. The number
was determined by the camp staff on the basis of the certifications of illness
that the prisoners received. So the gas chamber crew would go through the
blocks and take any prisoners who had not gone out to work. Sometimes the
block chiefs loyal to the underground were able to obtain inside information
secretly from their comrades working in the camp offices about when the
trucks would be arriving. They would then compel sick prisoners to go out for
work despite the authorization they had received. At times, Eliezer declared,
“I had no choice but to banish them [from the block and send them] to work
by force, and sometimes by beating them. . . . When we returned from work
the sick prisoners whom I forced out to work saw what had happened and
most of them came to thank me.”

But at other times the ss raids on the blocks were canceled because the
quota had been filled, and the prisoners who had been sent to work despite
their illnesses came back from a day of forced labor to find that there had
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been a false alarm. In such instances they were furious at having been denied
a day of rest. They blamed Eliezer and attributed it to his habit of senselessly
mistreating and brutalizing prisoners.

They did not know and could not understand that, by forcing them out to
work, he may well have saved them from being sent to the gas chambers, and
that in doing so he had incurred no little personal risk. Eliezer testified that
he had, in fact, been beaten badly by the block chief for “playing games with
the sick.”

Eliezer took the same approach in explaining his treatment of prisoners
when an ss soldier arrived in the block to prepare a list of candidates for the
next shipment to the gas chamber. He asked the prisoners, ostensibly inno-
cently, who was ill, and suggested that anyone who thought he was could sign
up for sick call. The prisoners did not know that in adding their name to the
list they were signing their own death warrant. “I'd kick them or scream that
they were faking” and eject them from the line — thus saving their lives, he
told the judges.

The block sometimes held a thousand or more prisoners. In these over-
crowded conditions prisoners began coming down with typhus and dysen-
tery. There were many prisoners who would not listen to his explanations
about hygiene, people who were apathetic about their condition, people who
lost their wits, people who simply lay and stared into space in pain and an-
guish, people who lay in their own excrement. Only fear of the rod could force
a man sick with dysentery who was so weak that he could barely stand to
climb down from his ledge at night rather than make use of one of the bowls
that everyone else would have to eat from the next day. Other prisoners took
the clothing from the bodies of their fellows who had died of infectious dis-
eases just so that they would have another shirt and pair of pants. This was
tantamount to suicide and murder of the prisoners who shared their sleeping
ledge. The contaminated articles had to be taken from them by force, and they
had to be punished publicly, in front of all the prisoners in the block, in order
to deter others from doing the same.™*

The soiled clothing had to be disposed of and clean clothing obtained.
Eliezer told the judges that he took advantage of his acquaintance with a
group of Russians who worked in the camp laundry where the uniforms and
clothing of the soldiers and ss men were washed. He obtained several hun-
dred extra prison uniforms from them, which he distributed to the men in his
block. The Russians also undertook to launder these extra garments secretly.
The result was that, in Eliezer’s block, prisoners had a spare set of clothing
and that they could send soiled clothing to the laundry without remaining un-
clothed. “This was how, at my initiative, I was able to send in people’s laundry
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twice,” Eliezer explained. “Many didn’t agree to hand over their dirty, lousy
clothing, and we had to use force against them. They wanted to keep both
suits with them because of the cold.” It was the only Jewish block that oper-
ated in this way, he said, and the only block that received extra blankets. “But
I [kept] watch over them as if they were my own eyes and punish[ed] those
who ripped up blankets to make scarves and such,” he related. “Blankets were
always in short supply and difficult to obtain.”*®

During his time as Konczal’s deputy in Block 9 (July-August 1942 and from
the end of September 1942 until February 1943), he said, he managed to help
other members of the Polish-French group and a number of Russian prison-
ers. But his efforts were not always successful, he confessed — when the block
chief got wind of what he was doing, he beat Eliezer badly.

One of the camp commanders, named Hauptscharfiihrer Moll, set off a
bloodbath on Christmas Day 1942. After Moll charged both Jews and non-
Jewish prisoners with “dumping sand on the camp roads,” non-Jewish prison-
ers rioted, attacking Jews. Eliezer testified that he hid several dozen prisoners
in his block to save them from Moll’s wrath. Since there were also other pris-
oners hiding out in the block for other reasons, Eliezer had to stand at the
door and keep out others who sought refuge. Had he let them in, the ss would
have realized where they had disappeared to and would have broken into
the block and killed everyone. Here Eliezer again sought to bolster his claim
that he had saved prisoners and explain the extenuating circumstances that
forced him to deny help to others.*

Eliezer told the panel that he faced a similar dilemma when the block
chiefs were ordered by the ss to submit lists of prisoners for the gas chambers
and to include all Jews over the age of fifty. Eliezer claimed that he had put his
life on the line to save his associates and the other prisoners in his block. On
various pretexts he managed to remove his people from the list of those slated
for death. But the quota had then to be topped off with unsuspecting Poles. A
short time later the camp commandant told the block chiefs that they had to
leave the Jews and Aryans unfit for work in the block when everyone else went
out for work. “We knew that that meant certain death for the Jews,” Eliezer
related. “They weren't taking Aryans to the gas chambers by then, even those
who couldn’t work. The commandant also announced that if he saw a single
Muselmann among the details exiting the gate that morning, the commander
of that block would go to the gas chamber himself. He said that he and the
other kapos decided that only non-Jews would be left behind in the block.
On the fateful day, Eliezer said, he was among those who hid the weak Jews
among the members of a Kommando that was assigned to work in the camp,
thus evading being caught at the gate. They saw to it that weak non-Jews were
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washed, shaven, dressed in clean clothes and shunted, during inspection and
the march to work, into the inside ranks. He passed on instructions to the
rest of the chiefs of the Jewish blocks, most of whom were Poles and a few of
whom were Germans — to do the same. The only block chiefs who carried out
the commandant’s orders to the letter were ones who were German criminals.
“According to the statistics of the block clerk,” Eliezer summed up the mat-
ter, “only small numbers were selected from my block, which held more than
three hundred Jews. It was a dubious success because the quota was filled
with others.” He did not tell the committee of inquiry, and its members did
not ask, how the Poles reacted to his replacement of his people with theirs.
Whatever the case, from the autumn of 1943 onward, block officers no longer
took part in the selections.

Eliezer said that he began checking out the possibility of escape during
this period. Toward the end of 1942, he learned from Russian prisoners of
war that they wanted to plan a breakout. They thought that, for operational
purposes, it would be a good idea to have members of the Sonderkommando
involved, and Eliezer put them in touch with one of his acquaintances from
Beaune-la-Rolande who belonged to the crematorium detail. The plan was to
carry out the escape during a night shift. But it failed when a member of the
Sonderkommando informed on the plotters. The conspirators from that detail
were executed, and, Eliezer told his interrogators, he then waited for the next
opportunity. Presumably he wished to prove that he had been involved in co-
vert activity and had been linked to the camp underground.

He also enumerated the price he sometimes paid. The block chief beat him
when, during a treatment for lice, Eliezer exempted two sick prisoners from
having to take a cold shower. He was beaten on a winter day when, against
regulations, he conducted an inspection inside the block rather than outside.
The camp kapo clubbed him on the head until he was senseless because he
had turned a blind eye when certain prisoners evaded the morning inspection
and the march out to work.

The end of 1942 and the beginning of 1943 was, he told the judges, “person-
ally, a very difficult time.” This was the difficult period that had already come
up during the inquiry held after the war at Buchenwald, where it was found
that he had indeed behaved brutally toward prisoners at that time, especially
the Czechs. The group he had come to Auschwitz with had dispersed, and his
activity was restricted to contacts with just a few of its members. A number
of rescue attempts had failed, he had heavy responsibilities on his shoulders,
and did not always have anyone to consult with. An attempt to organize an es-
cape also failed. His job in the block caused him “revulsion.” It was a hopeless

time, he said: “My goal was to wait for an opportunity to die with honor.”*’
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Nevertheless, Block 9, he claimed, was considered the best Jewish block in
the camp, with only half the mortality rate of the others. If the accusations
against him were true, he asked, how could that have been the case?

He told the panel how difficult it had been to have the job of linking up
the different underground cells in greater Auschwitz, both because of the
constant fear of betrayal and informers and because some of the people he
was able, after great labor, to establish contact with were then sent to the gas
chambers or died from disease or other causes. There were also those who
became introverted and stopped responding. In one case, Eliezer said, he es-
tablished a connection with a Pole named Marian, from the Lublin region. But
then Marian escaped from the camp with four Russian prisoners. There were
also efforts to make contact with German political prisoners, including some
who knew him from France. Some of these men were in very serious condi-
tion, broken both mentally and physically, and at least at that time evinced no
desire to fight. “The best of them isolated themselves from us, did not want to
hear about friendship with Jews,” and did not want to be involved in mutual
aid and resistance efforts. Others degenerated into being “everyday criminals
or murderers.”

The situation in the camp was horrible, he recalled. Dozens of prisoners
were murdered while participating in work details. Hundreds died of dys-
entery, typhus, hunger, exhaustion, and infected sores on their feet, some
of them caused by their wooden clogs.'* Many of the members of his group
from Beaune-la-Rolande died just a few weeks or months after arriving at
Auschwitz. His two fellow leaders from Beaune-la-Rolande, Sznajder and
Wikrowiecki, fell ill and died. During the latter’s illness, Eliezer hid him in
the block for two days, in violation of the rules, but to no effect. Despite all
his efforts to save people, “first of all our comrades,” as he did not cease to
stress, the most he was able to do was to extend their lives by a few weeks or
months. He and his associates wondered whether it would not be better “to
murder [sick prisoners from their group] humanely (with injections).” Per-
haps “that would have been a good deed for the victims, to shorten their suf-
fering.” Those who remained alive were dispersed. Some were assigned to the
Sonderkommando, and were thus isolated from the rest of the camp; many of
these did not last for long and died. Others were transferred to the infamous
Block 8, and it was difficult to maintain contact with them."®

He claimed that he also tried to help people from outside his close circle.
One such case was when a transport of fourteen hundred Parisians arrived.
“While they were treated better than the Jews,” Eliezer said, “they were in hor-
rible condition and dying like flies.” He did his best to intercede on their behalf
with the Polish foremen he knew, who agreed to enlarge the list of French
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prisoners who were assigned to work details at Auschwitz. But of the six hun-
dred sent, ninety were still alive when he left Auschwitz in 1944, he said. Of
those who remained in Birkenau, who were sent a few months later to Aus-
chwitz, only thirty survived, he pointed out. He managed to persuade Albert
Hammerle, the well-known German criminal and murderer who was chief
of Block 5, to accept as his deputy responsible for the French group a baker
that Eliezer had known at Beaune-la-Rolande. But he was unable to persuade
Hammerle to appoint other members of the group to positions in his block.?®

Two uprisings were attempted in 1942, Eliezer reported. The first broke out
in the block that held Jews from Slovakia. It produced nothing but general car-
nage. The second started during work hours among Lublin Jews who had been
put in a punitive Kommando. But the ss and camp guards quickly suppressed
it, and some one hundred prisoners were exterminated. Yet, Eliezer said,
twenty-six prisoners managed to flee, and even though some of them were
later captured, the proportion “between the escapees and the dead seemed
reasonable to us,” which, he said, “opened up a different point of view for us.”
They began to think of rebellion and mass flight. It was decided at that point to
“bring together resolute comrades, supporters, and people” to form a nucleus
for such an action. The first idea was to have a group that would, at an auspi-
cious time, assault ss guards, steal their weapons, and flee.* Eliezer testified
that his partners in this operation were his friend Majtek Michrowski, whom
he had had previously transferred to his block and appointed to a position of
authority, and Mirecki. These two men began seeking out appropriate candi-
dates for the attack team. But the plan was short-lived because Michrowski

“@e

died soon thereafter and because “‘good’ news began spreading through the
camp that the war was coming to an end, that the Jews would be ransomed
and sent to Palestine, that there was an order from up high prohibiting the
further use of gas to kill [prisoners] and so on.” It later transpired that the
rumors were spread by the ss and informers in order to suppress the winds
of rebellion among the prisoners. The Nazis presumed, correctly, that “a wave
of reports that liberation was approaching” would lead to the postponement
of any planned uprising. “In those circumstances our attempt shattered. The
group [Kommando] fell apart and we had difficulty putting together another
one,” he said. The planned Sonderkommando rebellion of spring-summer-
fall 1944 also dissolved as the anticipation of liberation mushroomed, leading
more and more prisoners to reason that there was no point taking a risk when
they had so much to lose.?

Keep in mind, Eliezer stressed, that at the end of 1942 they had not been
“in a situation in which we could have taken over the camp.” Many blocks
were out of bounds to prisoners belonging to other blocks, and prisoners
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in other blocks were forbidden to leave their own compound. The regular
influx of transports, from which prisoners were taken to the gas chambers
and sent on to sub-camps, along with frequent changes in the composition
of work details, “led to people not knowing where they would be or sleep the
next day. . . . We lost comrades without knowing where they had disappeared
to, whether they had been taken in a transport, put to death, or had fallen
ill.” He did not add a detail that needs to be taken into account — most of the
prisoners assigned to work details set out early in the morning and returned,
exhausted, in the late evening, after which they had to endure inspections,
punishments, and other tribulations. Simply getting people together to talk
and plan was often impossible. The camp’s reign of terror made it difficult to
maintain contact between members of Eliezer’s group dispersed among the
tens of thousands of prisoners in different blocks, and those who had been
assigned to the Sonderkommando were isolated and inaccessible.**

In the summer and autumn of 1942 and the early winter of 1943, Eliezer
began to understand that “Canada” could be a critical resource for the under-
ground. When Meir Kalinski, one of the Paris Communists, arrived at the
camp, Eliezer assigned him to a detail that received the transports. Kalinski
provided Eliezer with further information about “Canada,” where the valu-
ables that were confiscated from the prisoners arriving on the transports
were stored. New arrivals were relieved of their gold, silver, jewelry, and
other items of value as soon as they descended from the trains to the plat-
forms where they were sorted, and anything remaining —including gold
teeth— was taken off their bodies after they were killed. Kalinski also wit-
nessed the trading and dealing that some of the members of the “Canada”
Kommando conducted with the money and valuables they stole from the Nazi
thieves, taking items that had been classified as property of the Reich or ap-
propriated by senior figures in the camp. Kalinski and others sought to put
an end to such pilfering for personal gain and to replace it with an organized
system in which items were taken to support activities that benefited all
prisoners — the purchase of food, medicine, and, later, weapons for defense
and rebellion. While they soon realized that they could not thwart individual
theft, the underground cells were indeed able to use some of the stolen money
to fund assistance and subversion.**

At the end of August and the beginning of September 1942, Eliezer began
to weary of his post in Block 9. “The work brought negligible results in the
context of saving people, made me nauseated, and I found it difficult to main-
tain humane standards and so on,” he told the panel. An opportunity for a
change presented itself when the camp administration announced that it was
opening a training school for block chiefs. Eliezer asked to enroll.
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For reasons he did not spell out, the program was shut down a short time
later, and the trainees dispersed. Eliezer managed to arrange to stay in Block
4, where the course had been conducted, and obtain the post of block clerk,
settling back into routine.?®

In September 1942, a short time after arriving in Block 4, he learned of a
transport that had arrived in Birkenau from Auschwitz. It contained about a
thousand prisoners who had been classified as unfit for work. In other words,
they were destined for extermination, but instead of being sent immediately
to their deaths they were confined in a waiting area. Later that day ss soldiers
arrived with trucks and demanded to take 150 of the new arrivals to the gas
chambers. Eliezer testified that he managed to warn the group of the danger
and to advise them to run for it and to try to lose themselves among the pris-
oners in the camp. Some of the people “still had the strength and energy to try
to flee,” he reported. Eliezer said that he was caught and beaten by an ss sol-
dier. Luckily for him, however, his assailant let him go and joined those who
were looking for the prisoners who had fled. But, again, “in enabling them to
flee I didn’t help save a single person, because in place of each one who fled
they immediately took another one to top up the quota.”?¢

Knowing that work meant life, he tried to manufacture jobs. He proposed
to the camp kapo, Anton, a German criminal and murderer, the establish-
ment of a Kommando to pave more roads and walkways in the camp. Anton
agreed, and a group of two hundred prisoners was assigned to this relatively
easy labor for two weeks. This also made them eligible for a food supplement
that was given only to workers. While the Kommando was disbanded after
a short time, its members were transferred to other work details and were
thus able to remain alive, at least for a time. At about that time, in cooperation
with his acquaintance from Paris, Jacques Furmanski, who had been made a
foreman, Eliezer managed to transfer Communist comrades to workshops at
Auschwitz, where they were employed as tailors and shoemakers.*

But Eliezer did not manage to remain in his block clerk job for long.
Michrowski, representing the members of the Paris group, asked him to
return to Block 9 “and not hide out in the clerks’ room. I thought to myself
that it was my job to return to the block, even though it was better for me
in Block 4 and the office where I worked was quiet, clean, and without con-
frontations with the ss. Also, I wasn't responsible for other people.” Since his
departure from Block 9, Eliezer learned from friends who had remained in
that block, Konczal had gotten more violent. The prisoners preferred Eliezer,
with his outbursts, to Konczal and his accessories. He agreed, and his return
to Block 9 was approved by Konczal and his superiors. But a short time after
his return he came down with a severe case of typhus. His friends, in particu-
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lar Langman, who had managed to bring him back from Block 8 when he was
transferred there soon after their arrival at Birkenau, took care of him. They
designated him as night guard in order to relieve him of the need to go out to
work; and to ensure that his illness was not discovered, twice a day, morn-
ing and evening, they dragged Eliezer, exhausted and barely conscious, out
for inspection. Everyone knew that if his illness became known and if he did
not report for inspection, he would be sent to another part of the camp and
from there to the gas chambers. It took two months for him to recover, and
he was able to resume his duties only at the end of November 1942—but then
Michrowski came down with the same disease and was transferred to Block 7,
known as the Death Block. But there, under the care of David Szmulewski,
Eliezer’s comrade-in-arms in Spain, Michrowski beat back the disease — only
to be felled by a complication from dysentery. Typhus killed Kalinski. Sawek
Kirszenbaum, for whom, Eliezer claimed, he had arranged work in a tolerable
detail, also came down with typhus. He too was cared for by Szmulewski, but
died of the disease.?®

At the end of January more changes came to Block 9. Most of the Jews were
moved out, to be replaced by Poles. A few days later a transport of Czechs
arrived, and they were housed in the block as well. Konczal was transferred
elsewhere, and was replaced by Dymanski, a German who had close relations
with the Paris Jewish Communists. Blass and Wilner arrived with him. The
changes in the leadership and the prisoner population led Eliezer to conclude
that he should ask to be relieved of his position.

He was appointed head of Block 25 (or, according to another account, Block
39), which was empty at the time and had to be prepared to take in prison-
ers. But he did not remain there long. Just a few days later he was returned to
Block 9, where he served under Dymanski until February 1943. At the end of
February, he left Block 9 again, after spending, intermittently, a total of some
four months there. Once again, he saw the move as an opportunity to divest
himself of the complications brought on by responsibility, and perhaps to
take a distance from the reputation he had developed.

But he was no more able to influence events in Auschwitz than any other
prisoner. In mid-1943, ss-Rapportfithrer Ludwig Plagge, an official who over-
saw a number of block chiefs, reassigned Eliezer to be commander of a new
block that had been placed in isolation. He found “horrible conditions” there.
It was in this block that the Lagerilteste (a prisoner appointed by the Nazis as
the senior “trustee” of a camp), ss-Rapportfithrer Plagge, and other German
block chiefs, all of them criminals, got together to get drunk and kill. Eliezer
tried, he told the panel, to oppose them, but they took him out one night and
beat him, and then did the same the next day. The Germans planned to do
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away with him, but before they could he was transferred again, this time to
the main camp. Eliezer told his interrogators that Comrade Bobryk, who had
been in the block with him and whom he later ran into at Buchenwald, could
confirm this.

The inquiry, of course, could not help taking an interest in how it was that
Eliezer was able to switch from posting to posting so rapidly over such a short
span of time. He confronted these questions.

In March 1943 he was given a new position, chief of Block 20, the quaran-
tine block. Once again, he claimed, he had not wanted the position, but Dy-
manski and others had impressed on him that he would be able to increase the
likelihood that prisoners in the block could survive.?” Presumably, Dymanski
and his associates would not have asked Eliezer to once again assume a posi-
tion of responsibility had they considered him disreputable.

Block 20 was known as the Block of Murders. Its previous chief, Leon
Stakhoviak from Posen, and the room wardens that worked with him were all
murderers. Eliezer tried to replace the latter with his own men. But any such
change required the consent of the camp elder. The camp elder proposed new
men for the job, but they were no more than “new criminals,” Eliezer said.
He did manage to get rid of a room warden named Mazgay, who stole from
prisoners, and Frank (Frantisek) Krasiewicz, the block clerk, a loyalist of both
Stakhoviak and the camp elder. Gradually he was able to insert his own men
into important positions. One of them was Avraham Berneman, a member of
Eliezer’s group. Eliezer told the panel that the staff changes took place over
several weeks.

His next project was to change the block’s routine. “I permitted people to
go inside the block and lie on their platforms immediately after inspection,”
he said. His predecessor, like other camp officials, had kept prisoners stand-
ing at inspection for hours on end.*

When he arrived in the block, it contained Jewish prisoners from the latest
transport, which had come from the Polish town of Radomsko, the seat of a
well-known Hasidic dynasty. The most serious accusations against Eliezer
involved his treatment of religious Jews such as these Hasidim. A transport
of Czechoslovakian Jews arrived at the same time, soon to be followed by one
from E6dZz and another from Greece. In the summer of 1943 a transport ar-
rived from Radom,* a city in central Poland, as well as one of a shipment of
Dutch and French Jews. Eliezer appointed officials from these groups as well,
mostly to the post of room warden. He chose the son of a Jewish activist from
Salonika from the Greek transport. From a Polish transport he chose a dentist
named Edek from Bicétre. He also managed to find easy assignments for a
veteran of the Spanish Civil War, a comrade from Greece, and also for a group
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of Polish political prisoners who arrived at the end of the spring in 1943 and
were placed in Block 26. He made Jan Kedzierski, a member of the Workers’
Cultural Organization (TUR), a room warden.*

It was at this time that Eliezer managed to establish a network of connec-
tions with new arrivals at the camp, and through them with other people and
the organizations they were associated with. He got to know Franz Kejman
from Vienna, a member of the kzm (Kirche zum Mitreden, a Christian or-
ganization that rescued Jews), as well as Konstantin (Kostek) Jagelo, who
was moved into Block 20 in May 1943. He asked Kejman to make contact with
forces outside the camp, via both local civilians with whom the prisoners had
contact in the course of their labors and ss men with whom Kejman con-
ducted black-market dealings within the camp. Jagelo updated him about the
state of the Polish Communist Party, the changes it had undergone with the
establishment of the pPr (Communist Party) in 1942, its delegation in Lon-
don, and other matters. Another person Eliezer was talking to at the time, by
his account, was a Polish officer, Korwin Piotrowski, in connection with his
role in the underground force the Union of Armed Combat (Zwigzek Walki
Zbrojnej — zwz), which placed itself under the authority of the Polish gov-
ernment-in-exile. Piotrowski had been in contact with the zwz in Radom. In
addition, he established a good relationship with Jozef Szpilski of the Polish
Socialist Party, who spent five weeks in Eliezer’s block. He also told the panel
about his contacts with Szmulewski, who was responsible for the Auschwitz
underground’s communications with the women’s camp. Karol Suttor, who
was also a kapo in Birkenau, helped him maintain contact with Polish and
other forces outside the camp.®®

The new arrivals from Radom were infested with typhus and lice, which
Eliezer and his team managed to eradicate. He also took in another transport,
this one from the Majdanek concentration camp, and a transport from Greece.
He begged his interrogators to call in witnesses from these groups to testify
about his treatment of them. He referred specifically to a doctor from Block
65 who had been present when Eliezer testified at Buchenwald. Eliezer told
the panel that in the spring of 1943 he had a severe altercation with Perschl,
a block chief who demanded that Eliezer provide him with food. After being
turned down by Eliezer several times, Perschl initiated an inquiry, which dis-
covered wire cutters in Eliezer’s possession. Luckily, he got off with a relatively
minor sentence, being sent “for only ten nights in solitary.”** In telling all this,
Eliezer tried to show that after “a few black weeks” he changed his ways and
worked, as block chief, to do all he could for the prisoners in his charge.

In July 1943 the entire men’s camp at Birkenau was relocated into a new
camp. Eliezer was made chief of Block 30, and brought his close associates
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into that block as well. Among these were Zygmunt Swierdlowaki from Aus-
trowitz, a member of the kPPp. In the autumn of 1943 he was also able to bring
in Langman, who had cared for him so devotedly during his illness.?® After the
war, Langman was apprehensive about providing his version of the story, and
there were those people who reinforced his apprehension.

Eliezer managed to keep looking out for his friends and comrades in his
new position. He made Balevski, a Polish friend from the Radom region, a
night guard in Block 28. As block clerk he appointed Aaron, a Romanian Com-
munist who had arrived in the block with Eliezer’s group from Paris, and for
others from the same transport he arranged positions in his block, in other
nearby and good blocks, and on relatively easy work details. Eliezer had first
turned Aaron away when he presented himself as a party member, suspecting
that he was an ss agent planted in the group. He asked Szmulewski to make
inquiries, and when it turned out that Aaron was telling the truth, Eliezer
took him on. Wilner, whom he had known in Block 9 and who had since be-
come clerk of Block 5, helped with the placements.*®

Eliezer also recounted his efforts to purchase weapons for camp office-
holders, by which he apparently meant a group of leading prisoners that
included Leon Weiner, a Jewish-German foreman; Yos (or Josek or Yosef), a
Polish-Jewish deputy kapo in the clothing depot; and Nelkan, a Jewish doctor
from Austria who worked as a cook in the kitchen. They approached him at
the end of 1943, offering money and gold in exchange for weapons for “orga-
nizing an uprising and setting fire to all the blocks at night.” Eliezer passed
on their request to other underground activists. Eliezer added that the money
came via Berneman, who had replaced Meir Kalinski, a member of the covert
operation in “Canada,” who had died of dysentery.*” Eliezer was not able to
obtain any weapons for the group, but the attempt strengthened his ties with
Suttor and other Russian and German underground activists, and through
them with members of the ss, who became his collaborators in planning an
escape operation. With their assistance, he sought to make it possible for the
escapees to vanish as quickly as possible.

Other members of the group were Petia, who worked in the camp laun-
dry; Dima, a former naval officer who worked on the burial detail, and Nikolaj
Iwanow, a Belarusian Communist who worked in the food depot, all mem-
bers of a group of Soviet prisoners with whom he had connected in the fall
of 1943. With and through them he sought to obtain arms, establish contacts
with the partisan forces outside, and organize an escape.®® It was through
this group that he learned, at the beginning of 1944, about a plan to attack the
guard post at the camp’s entrance gate. A German Jew who cleaned the post
provided details about the structure and the weapon cache there. Eliezer told
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his questioners that he had opposed the plan, which he defined as “unreal-
istic . . . suicide.” One of the Russians Eliezer was in contact with informed
the ss, and Iwanow and a Soviet colonel who was part of the conspiracy were
arrested, held in solitary confinement for a period, and then sent to Flossen-
biirg, a concentration camp on the Czech-German border. Eliezer’s ties with
Suttor were so close that both of them, along with Aaron, considered heading
a new leadership for the underground, but the plans were abandoned both
because Aaron came down with typhus and because Eliezer was transferred
out of Birkenau.*

In the autumn and winter of 1943 another underground activist arrived
— Gustaw Miciol (or Micol), commander of the Gwardia Ludowa, a Polish
Communist resistance organization, in the Krakéw area. He had also served
as an officer in Spain. Another arrival was Roman Sliwa. Szmulewski sent
them to Eliezer, who arranged for them to work in Suttor’s group. Eliezer said
that he also arranged an easy assignment for another, unnamed member of
the underground, in the carpentry detail where Mink was a central figure.
Eliezer, Mink, and Szmulewski notified Blass, a block chief, that this man
was one of theirs.*® Eliezer testified that they also decided to bring Miciol
into the escape plan — his status and his connections outside the camp would
be key to ensuring that the escapees were taken in securely by the partisan
forces or others who could protect them. Szmulewski supplied the necessary
gear —a watch, compass, and money, while Eliezer connected him with Dima
and his partners. Three men took part in the escape attempt. They were able
to get out of the camp, but after making their way for nearly twenty miles
they ran into a search party and were shot dead. Members of the Communist
underground received the three bodies at the crematorium. It was a heavy
blow not just because the escape attempt failed, but also because it had raised
such high hopes. Just before the plan went into action, Miciol had received
precise instructions about locations at which he could join up with the par-
tisans. Everyone had been sure that the attempt would succeed and that it in
its wake “we too could make contact with freedom.” Eliezer would later insist
that his involvement in taking Miciol in and in helping prepare the escape
operation were further examples that disproved the claims that the under-
ground leadership had considered him unreliable and had kept him out of the
loop. Another man involved in a breakout attempt was Franz Kejman, from
his block. Kejman, Eliezer said, had been forced to serve as the block chief’s
sex slave, a position Eliezer was able to extricate him from. Through Kejman,
Eliezer claimed, contacts were also established with a Croatian member of the
ss who wanted to defect to the partisans. He also told the panel about another
escape operation he had been involved in, which involved digging a bunker to
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hide out in. The bunker was prepared, and all that was left was to set a date
for the escape. He added no further details.*

Letters were sent to underground and partisan groups in an attempt to ob-
tain information and develop connections that could serve in later operations.
Sliwa, Suttor, and civilian workers who were willing to serve as paid couri-
ers were involved. Payment was made in watches and other valuables that
Szmulewski passed on after receiving them from his associates in the Sonder-
kommando.** When questioned by his interrogators, Eliezer always made a
point of saying that he involved members of the underground leadership, and
Szmulewski in particular, in all his activities and special contacts.

He also told of a move to bring together forces in the Sonderkommando and
elsewhere for joint action. According to the plan, one force would charge at ss
personnel when the guard shift changed at one of the crematoria. This force
would take possession of the guards’ weapons and then attack the guards
in the guard towers and at the guard posts by the main gate. In parallel, the
barracks would be set aflame, and prisoners would rush the fences. The con-
tact people in the Sonderkommando were Fajnzylber, whom Eliezer had first
met in Spain, and Warszawski (later known as Dorembus), a member of his
circle in Paris. According to Eliezer, these two men plotted the uprising with
others in the Sonderkommando and outside it. The underground leadership
discussed the plan and decided that it was a good one, “but it was clear to me
that the plan could go into action only when the front got closer, or when the
situation in the camp was desperate not only for the Jewish prisoners,” Eliezer
related.

He was not wrong in his estimation that the differences between the dispa-
rate underground groups could unravel the consensus that the plan was logi-
cal and well-timed. Zero hour was the changing of the guard at the beginning
of the night shift. The day chosen had to be an auspicious one, when most
of the prisoners were desperate enough to take such a huge risk. The choice
of day became the subject of major disagreement. Neither was it easy to put
together a “decisive” group, as Eliezer termed it, in the Sonderkommando.
The active nucleus there, he said, did not manage to put together a group that
could meet the uprising’s needs and expectations.*®

Eliezer’s opening statement concluded with an account of the end of his
time in Birkenau, his transfer to Buna-Monowitz, and then to Jawischowitz.
He explained that he was not writing about his period there, which lasted
until the end of January 1945, “because as far as I know no accusations have
been made against me regarding that period.” He described the rumors re-
garding the in absentia proceeding against him and its findings, of which he
learned from Herman Achsen. He also spoke of the Buchenwald inquiry into
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the complaint lodged by the Czech group. “The commission, to the best of my
knowledge,” he wrote, “heard several dozen Polish, German, Russian, Czech,
and Jewish witnesses. The decision was, more or less: we recognize the fact
that, in the difficult conditions in Birkenau, you did positive work, but while
you were doing that work, in exceptional cases, you made mistakes.” Wanting
to know more, he explained, he had asked them to be “more specific.” There
are two kinds of mistakes, he said — those done inadvertently while carrying
out one’s duties, and those that are done maliciously and which involve turpi-
tude. “I was told that the second type was not under consideration and that it
was clear that they continued to consider me a comrade.”**

Before concluding his testimony with a list of substantive and character
witnesses, he said that he wanted to castlight on an issue that applied to every-
one who had filled a position in the camps. “Was it permissible,” he asked, “for
comrades in the camps to accept the post of block chief, kapo, and foreman
and to place themselves in a position in which we would be part of the ss ma-
chinery of persecution?” Everyone, he said, knew the answer: “Communists,
as well antifascists of all nations, adopted this tactic, without exception, in all
the concentration camps.” What consideration guided all these people to take
on such assignments even though they understood that they were, in doing
so, becoming part of the terror apparatus? “This tactic made it possible to do
much good,” he asserted, “and first of all to save the team.” Furthermore, in
choosing this course of action, these people had to make it look as if they were
“carrying out the ss’s orders.” This was the policy they pursued during the
deportation from Buchenwald. After the ss crushed the initial resistance, the
camp administration, made up of prisoners, resolved to manage the trans-
ports itself so as to sabotage them and thus gain time and to keep in the camp,
for the moment of truth, the pillars of the antifascist resistance. The result,
Eliezer said, was the emergence of a group of overseers composed mostly of
party members from all the national groups. The strategy made it possible to
save the lives of thousands of antifascists from many countries, but it could
not have been pursued without blows and kicks and their consequences.*®

Had they not used force, he argued, the Nazis would, from the start, not
have allowed these officials to become part of the system. Had they not been
willing to use such measures they could not have broken through the Nazi cor-
don and acquired authority. Notably, however, he did not address the corollary
issue of where lay the dividing line between cooperation and collaboration,
between integration into the system in order to assist and aid other prisoners
and assimilation into that system and addiction to the power it provided.*®

Another such issue was that the prisoner officials had no power to set and
shape the rules of the game, which were entirely dictated by the Nazis. Saving
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one prisoner thus inevitably meant sending another one to his death. There
was no way not to fill the quotas for the gas chamber and no way to give every-
one an easy work assignment. It was not possible to share out to everyone
the extra rations that officials were able to obtain. One cannot help but recall
Primo Levi’s agonizing over which of his two friends to share drops of water
from a leaking faucet with.*” The question, then, was —and this was not al-
ways at the discretion of the block chiefs —whom to use to fill the quotas,
before whom to slam doors, and who was to be left to his fate.

Eliezer did not wait for his questioners or attackers to put all these issues
on the table. He raised them himself and tried to give answers, some of which
were difficult to digest, answers that stabbed deep into living flesh.

Who was on the list of witnesses he gave to the investigatory commis-
sion? They were people who had been with him and who should know very
well what he had done and not done, or so he thought. He wrote down David
Shmuelevich, meaning Szmulewski; Aaron the Romanian Communist; Jacques
Furmanski, one of the Paris Polish-Jewish Communists; Leon Shechter, who
spent a few months during 1942 in Block 9 and had testified before the com-
mittee convened at Buchenwald; and Lazare Etlinger, who had been a room
warden in Blocks 20 and 30 under Eliezer’s direction at the end of 1943. He also
included Martin Steg, an acquaintance who had been a friend of the Block 9
clerk, David Pastela. This latter was a Polish-born French Jew who had been
aleader of the covert group active in an isolated camp in the Auschwitz com-
plex and had acted, along with others, to promote the idea of an uprising. We
may assume that he did not mention Pastela, who had been killed on the death
march, for nothing. It was an attempt to link himself to a highly regarded fig-
ure. He also included the controversial Iljziykléar Oléar. Eliezer stressed that
he did not know “what the opinions of these people are of me at this point in
time and I do not know whether some of them are not among my accusers. In
any case, they can confirm a range of facts that I have cited.” If necessary, he
said, there were others from Buchenwald, party members and nonmembers,
who had known him in Auschwitz and Birkenau.*®

The collection of testimonies and hearing of witnesses, along with the
questioning of Eliezer and witnesses and confrontation between the two
lasted for several months. This comprehensive documentation covers tens of
pages. The questions were tough, and many of them uncomfortable ones for
Eliezer. Both the facts that the two sides could agree on and the interpretation
of those facts offered by the witnesses were often quite different from those
presented by Eliezer in his opening statement and at other stages in the pro-
ceeding. Nevertheless, some witnesses openly stood by him.

Kowalski and Eisner also headed the next stage of the inquiry, serving as
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both judges and interrogators. They questioned him about his early days in
the party, asking whether his membership had been continuous, what posi-
tions he had held at its behest before the war, how he had acted in the party’s
name at Beaune-la-Rolande, and the nature of the previous Buchenwald pro-
ceeding. As the proceeding went on, they focused on the specific accusations
made against him —beating, abuse, theft of and commerce in food, the use
of antisemitic language, dispatching prisoners to the gas chambers, and the
murder of prisoners. The judges pressed him more and more intensely on a
number of questions. To the best of his knowledge, had there been others who
served as kapos but had not been accused of the offenses he had been charged
with? Did all the complaints come from resentful and injured people, or were
some of them objective? And how did he explain the fact that some of the ac-
cusations had been made by senior members of the party cell at Birkenau, in
most cases by people who had been with him over an extended period?

In some instances he was able to deflect the accusations easily. In others the
questions hit him square in the face, and had we film footage of the hearings
we almost certainly would have been able to make out beads of sweat on his
bald spot. The questions were open ones, but others were leading questions
that presumed the truth of the charges against him.*

In their first question, the judges sought to get Eliezer to position himself
among his comrades, and it threw Eliezer completely off balance. What, he
was asked, did he think his fellow Communists at the camps had thought of
him then, how did he think their opinions of him had changed over time, and
what had he learned only later about his standing among them? His answer
was confused and contradictory. He had been a member of the leadership
and had seen that leadership dissolve during the initial period at Auschwitz-
Birkenau, he acknowledged. But he also confessed that the party organiza-
tion continued to operate thereafter, at least partially — and that he had been
excluded from it. During the entire period at Beaune-la-Rolande, he said, he
had been a member of the party’s troika of leaders there. He had continued in
that leadership capacity during the first six weeks at Birkenau. But the party
leadership had then fallen apart, and for the four remaining months of 1942
there had been, to the best of his knowledge at the time, no party organization
in the camp. He had tried, with the help of several comrades, to reconstitute
it, but without success. He maintained contact with “certain people” from the
party during 1943, he claimed, but only toward the end of that year, he said,
“did we begin to form a party organization, and I was largely in contact with
Polish and Russian members.” He later learned, he related, “that during the
above-mentioned period the organization had [in fact] been in existence,” but
“apparently because of lack of confidence, the comrades thought it best not
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to bring me in. Whatever the case, during this entire period I was in close
contact with our people — Poles, Russians, Jews, and Germans.” He had first
heard of the charges being leveled at him in 1944, at Jawischowitz, “ostensibly

’»

about ‘inhumane treatment, ” and was told that a committee had been set up,
without his knowledge, to look into the accusations that were the reason he
had not been included in the new leadership. The committee, he said, did not
find anything against him, and when it was over, Achsen had explained to
him that “we did not take you for the job because of the accusations against
you. I think they aren’t true and now you can cooperate with us.” Eliezer said
they assigned him “to a special task with the Poles.”

From the beginning of the judges’ interrogation he was thus compelled
to admit that his standing in the group had been shaky, that his associates
lacked confidence in him, and that he had not been aware of this at the time.
At the beginning of their term in Birkenau, something in their relationship
with him had broken, something deep enough to bring them to exclude him.
He had only learned after the fact, and by chance, that they had sought to dis-
associate themselves from him and that they had established a committee to
look into his actions. At the end of his first response he stressed that, for this
reason, he should be allowed to name further witnesses — Blass, Langman, a
man named Alexander, Epstein, Szpilski, and Stepan Tiszczenko, a Russian
military engineer who had fled Birkenau and been captured in Poland. The
judges should also remember what had been said by Szmulewski, who was a
central member of the group, “that even though I wasn't in the party, I pro-
vided it with very significant services.” They could also ask “Oléar, against
whom, as I know, there are also accusations,” and who had sought out every
knoll or hill or shadow of a hill to hide behind.*

This answer made it clear that, at a very early stage, for better or for worse,
Eliezer had functioned as a one-man cell of his own, as a contractor or “free-
lancer.” He had worked independently because he wanted to take part in
initiatives others had begun, or projects he thought up himself, in actions he
took part in with members of his own group or with other covert actors in
the camp. These services and the standing he acquired for himself outside his
own group rankled some of his own comrades.

He was asked: “Is it true that in 1942, when Warszawski asked you to assist
the party organization, that you refused to do s0?” “Not true,” Eliezer replied.
“In 1943 I was constantly in contact with Comrade Warszawski and with Faj-
nzylber, both from the Sonderkommando, and we spoke of a joint plan for
an uprising by the Sonderkommando at the camp. I was the liaison with the
Russians in this matter.” It was an interesting reply, but it did not answer the
question.
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“Did you belong to the party organization in 1942-1943?” he was then asked.
“To the best of my knowledge at the time there was no party organization,” he
explained — again not answering the question that had been put to him. But
his answer indicates that he was cut off from his Communist associates in the
period from the end of 1942 to the beginning of 1943, and that his activity had
taken place outside that circle.”

His interrogators asked about the proceeding at Buchenwald —how many
people had participated, what the charges had been, and how it had been
decided. Eliezer replied that there had been two or three examination pro-
ceedings. He had been accused of beating and stealing from prisoners. On one
occasion he was called on to confront witnesses and had forcefully deflected
their claims. Wacek Cherubin, a member of the party from Poland who had
been killed during the evacuation of the camp, had told him: “We agreed that
in Birkenau you did much positive work, but in certain circumstances you
made mistakes.” Eliezer said that he had asked Cherubin whether “these were
mistakes that anyone could make while doing good work, or were they dis-
honorable ones? Do you consider me a comrade or not?” According to Eliezer,
Cherubin had told him, “Yes, we consider you a comrade.” But this, he learned,
was not the whole picture, because “Suttor notified me that the decision of the
committee of inquiry would be reexamined, since I was not entirely a positive
person.”

After the Americans liberated Buchenwald, a third commission of inquiry
had been established, composed of Kisiel, Stefaniak, and Baruch Goldberg.
But, Eliezer said, “it did not convene. Kisiel was supposed to have collected
evidence against me. But they told him, Eliezer, ‘Let it go, it’s not important,
and so on,” and Kisiel declared that there was no reason to open an inquiry.”

Throughout this time, Eliezer asserted, there had been leaders of the
underground cells, some of whom were party members, who had brought
him into their plans, preparations, and actions. Among them were Achsen,
Shimon Rutkowski, and Jozef Szpilski, although there were others, like
Kaminski, who tried to exclude him. He was party to the underground’s
activity at the end of the Buchenwald period and in the initial days after
liberation.®?

Before asking a series of pointed questions on the crimes he had been ac-
cused of, the investigators thought it important to take up the charge of “orig-
inal sin” that still hung over Eliezer. The question was whether his ideology
was consistent with that of the party. In particular, they wanted to hear about
the heresy that everyone attributed to him. The wording of their question
made it clear that they considered his deviation a grave one. “Is it true,” they
asked, “that at Beaune-la-Rolande you made a speech suffused with panic,
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expressing an opinion that made it possible for people to understand that the
Soviet Union would be defeated?”

“That is a bald-faced lie,” Eliezer retorted. “The lecture I gave was legit-
imate and focused on war tactics. The source of the rumor is no doubt the
fact that when the war broke out I said that it was not impossible that the
Germans would win a number of victories at the beginning of the war, but
that this would certainly not determine the outcome of the war. In 1941, when
the Germans were arrayed near Moscow, I made a speech in which I proved
that, despite the defeats, the ussr would win the war.”

As a loyal Communist who understood that his fate lay in the hands of
orthodox party men, Eliezer knew that he had to demonstrate that, even as
the Wehrmacht destroyed one European army after another, he had never lost
his faith in the Soviet Union, and certainly not in its leader, the Sun of the
Nations.

How, then, the judges asked him, did he explain certain phrases he had
used, such as “no one has ever come out of here.” All his comrades, he noted,
both those who were disturbed by his behavior and the nature of his connec-
tions with the Nazis and their agents, and those who had asked him to lead the
Polish-French Communist cell in the camp, agreed that he had spoken those
words. In this case, Eliezer had a better answer, one firmly grounded in the
circumstances of the camp, the tendency of the prisoners to hang on to every
rumor, including those spread by the Nazis as part of their campaign to gain
control of the prisoners by dividing them through deception and misinforma-
tion. Yes, Eliezer acknowledged, he had spoken in that vein from time to time.
But that had been a deliberate attempt to combat the counterfeit optimism
created by unfounded rumors about battlefield victories, which was produc-
ing in his fellow prisoners a dangerous complacency. “I frequently offered the
thesis that no one would ever be allowed to leave here. This brought people to
the conclusion that a fight of one sort or another was inevitable.” He meant
not to show pessimism and hopelessness but rather to foster fighting spirit.
Activism was a life force, uniting individuals into a group and increasing the
chances of survival. He took pains to stress that he had not said this at a mo-
ment of despair and collapse. In that context, saying that no one would ever
get out alive would have been tantamount to implying that there was no rea-
son not to engage in the vilest of selfish acts because in any case no one would
ever have to answer for his crimes. On the contrary, he took this approach
when he began to understand that he was fighting for his life.**

The investigators then moved on to the more serious charges. They first
asked Eliezer why he had beaten Dr. Nedvéd, a leader of the Czech group, and
whether he had made a practice of clubbing prisoners for no reason. They
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asked whether he had kicked an elderly prisoner who had asked for more
soup, and if so, how he explained that.

Eliezer admitted beating Dr. Nedvéd, but said that the doctor himself, after
coming to understand the circumstances, “never blamed me.” There was no
truth to the charge that the beating had caused Nedvéd’s death. The doctor,
Eliezer insisted, had died of typhus some weeks later. He had said as much at
the Buchenwald inquiry, and his claim had been confirmed by other testimo-
nies. Yes, he had beaten prisoners, Eliezer admitted, sometimes with a club.
The beatings were absolutely necessary, and the claims that he had done so
when there was no need for it, simply for his own pleasure, were “nonsense.”
He had beaten “only to preserve order and discipline, which were in the inter-
est of all the others. . . . I might have made certain mistakes, it could be that
sometimes I overreacted. You need to understand here the position of a block
chief.” He wasn't supposed to beat prisoners — that was the job of the room
wardens. But “in Block 20 I had room wardens that were sent from the camp
administration, the worst sorts of criminals. In this situation I thought it ad-
visable to assume this function myself.” He had done so to save the prisoners
from these criminals and for no other reason. After he managed to replace
the violent room wardens with people of his own, people like “Comrade Ber-
neman from Spain, Comrade Majcher Langman, Zygmunt Swierdlowski from
Austrowitz, a former member of the kpp, and Kedzierski from the ppsw,”
there was no longer any reason for him to intervene.

He did not remember kicking an old man who asked for more soup and
thus could not know if the man died as a result. Such general accusations
should not be made against him, he said. He demanded that any charges made
against him be specific. “It could be that I beat someone who asked for more
soup, but you have to understand in what circumstances the soup was handed
out. People were always famished, and hundreds lunged for the remains of the
soup in the kettle. To prevent problems in handing out the remaining soup,
some block chiefs simply poured it out, which I never did,” he explained. But
he did not recall any specific incident involving an elderly man.**

“Were there block chiefs who did not beat prisoners?” he was asked. Yes,
he responded, but their room wardens did the beating for them. In well-run
blocks they did not engage in beatings. From the beginning of 1943 there were
“no mass beatings at all.” A close examination of Eliezer’s words shows that
he was speaking of beatings in Block 20, between February 1943 and July 1943,
after his term as Block 9 chief under Konczal, “the blackest weeks” in his life.

The beating of fellow Communists was unavoidable, Eliezer claimed.
He himself had been beaten a short time after his arrival at Buchenwald by
a Polish Communist. An order had come at night to send, immediately, five
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hundred people to Dora-Mittelbau, a Buchenwald sub-camp in the Harz
Mountains. Communists with seniority at the camp warned him. He hid, was
captured, and the room warden hit him in the teeth. He understood the cir-
cumstances, and he did not then or now think it was surprising. He reminded
his interrogators that he, in the course of performing his duties, had been
beaten more than any other block chief, precisely because he treated the pris-
oners under his charge with a light hand.*®

When he was asked about the theft of and commerce in food, he rejected
the accusation categorically. Up until March 1943 he had not been a block
chief, and therefore he could not set policy. During the period in which he did
not serve in that capacity there had been theft and trade in food. But that had
stopped when he was appointed block chief. The accusations about stealing
twelve cubes of margarine had been demonstrated false in earlier investiga-
tions. Dymanski, Blass, and Langman could all confirm that he had not traded
in food —that kind of thing had started only after he was transferred to a
different block. On top of that, he was the only block chief who ate from the
general kettle and did not avail himself of the perquisite of having one of his
helpers cook for him. He also saw to it that food was handed out in the block
rather than outside. What about murders and severe violence in the block?
Nothing of the kind, he replied. During the entire period in which he had
been block chief, from March 1943 onward, there had been relative quiet in
his blocks. By May 1943 the block contained some five hundred prisoners, and
during his tenure only one man had died, of a heart attack. “Under concentra-
tion camp conditions these results were a real sensation,” he said. His block,
he stressed, had been “the only block without murders.”*®

The atmosphere in the room grew heavier as the questioning continued.
The investigators asked: “Is it true that during your tenure as block chief you
displayed toleration for crimes committed by a man named Frank?” Eliezer
acknowledged that Frank (Frantisek) Krasiewicz had been block clerk from
May to August 1943. He had been appointed to that post by the camp elder,
Frantz Danisch, even though Krasiewicz was illiterate. But Krasiewicz had
committed no crime in his block, and when the new camp was set up, Eliezer
said, he persuaded Krasiewicz to go there.

“Is it true that Krasiewicz did what was called ‘sport,” and what does that
mean?” the investigators asked. “Sport,” Eliezer told them, was the name
given to punitive exercises. He himself had meted out such punishment to
prisoners, Eliezer said, to enforce discipline. His practice had been “not to
send any report upward.” To do so he had to preserve discipline and order
autonomously, “to punish ourselves.” He went on to explain: “People had dys-
entery and at night they did their business in the bowls that were used for
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eating. In the morning I found full bowls under the beds. I didn’t know whom
they belonged to, so I ordered fifteen minutes of exercise as punishment for all
the people who next to their beds the full bowls were found.” Others testified
that “sport” included hours of kneeling in mud, snow, and puddles, “physical
activity” that sapped them of all their remaining strength.

At this point the investigators asked if there was any truth to the charge
that he took part, along with another official named Tadek, in the murder
of two men. Eliezer’s response indicates a reluctant acknowledgment that a
murder took place. He had been present and had told Langman about it, and
had gone so far as to tell him that he could not oppose it. Because the murder
had been committed in his presence, he told Langman, he felt as if he “shared
responsibility.”

“One of your accusers,” the investigators asked, “testifies that you often
said things like ‘a thousand Jews kicked the bucket, what’s the big deal, we’'ll
have less of a black market, and that you laughed at Jews who were on their
way to their deaths. Is that true?”

“When, where, and to whom did I say that?” Eliezer protested. “It’s not
true, I reject that categorically. A number of times I reiterated to comrades
that the fiber of Polish Jewry was of bad quality. Jews in our camp were the
remnants of the Polish ghettos. A large number of them were those who had
survived thanks to the black market, to trade with the Germans, and so on.
I argued that such people were not the normal foundation of Polish Jewry.
It was a sordid element. . . . I said that their only response to the danger of
death was prayers and singing ‘Hatikvah.' I did not laugh about that ever. . . .
I frequently blushed in shame . . . it was necessary to explain their behavior.
... Where did the Jewish Sonderkommando come from, what was the source
of those who frequently informed to the Germans, and that kind of thing? I
defended the Jews while explaining what element we had in the camp and
that not all Jews were like that.”

“And how did you treat the Jews?” the investigators asked. “I did not treat
them in any special way,” Eliezer replied. “Of all the elements in the concen-
tration camp the Jews were the least aggressive. The camp administration
even sent the Jews to places where escape was possible, which they would
not do with other nationalities. At the end of 1943 the camp commander
wrote a letter to Berlin regarding the urgent need to evacuate the camp. In
response came an order to evacuate everyone except the Jews. Jewish prison-
ers began to escape only toward the end of 1943. My opinion was that when
it came to organizational work, we needed first to seek support from the
most combative elements in the camp, but we did not treat the Jews in any
special way.”*’
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After liberation Eliezer was accused of having adopted antisemitic stereo-
types. He did not understand the situation that most of the Jews were in, his
accusers charged, because he saw things from a different angle. He had spe-
cial rights and as such enjoyed enough food and drink, and wore clean clothes
that kept him warm in the cold. He had real shoes, lived in cleaner quarters,
and did not work. He was almost never beaten, wasn’t taken out for “sport,”
and did not have to stand in endless inspections. True, he, too, was subject to
the camp administration and to the arbitrary whims of his superiors. They
could have killed him without blinking an eye or sent him to the gas chamber.
Nevertheless, he lived in a world entirely unlike that of the average prisoner.

Another accusation was that he had played a role in sending people to the
gas chambers, and that he had made bad use of his power to determine who
would remain in the work detail, in the block, and who would be used to meet
the next quota. What was his part in the selection?

Eliezer responded that he never chose people for the gas chambers. There
was “no real heroism on my part, but that was how things worked out.” When
he arrived at Auschwitz-Birkenau there were no such quotas. The block com-
mander would make the choice. And in 1942 he had not been a block chief. In
1943 he was a block commander — over Poles and Aryans, “and they did not
take those people to the gas chambers.” Neither did they take people from the
isolation blocks that he had overseen, so that the Jews there were also saved.
From March to October 1943 there had been no exterminations by gas. In the
autumn of 1943 a large selection for the gas chambers was organized, but it
was managed by the ss doctors, and he had no role in it. In fact, he and a few
other block chiefs tried to impede the transport and to save whomever they
could. In November 1943 the block commanders were told to leave all the unfit
Jews in the blocks when the work details set out. “I knew what this meant
[and] after consulting with other block commanders I took measures to hide
the weak. I frequently replaced the weak men (at the collection points or in
inspections) with prisoners from other blocks (Poles and others).” These ef-
forts were not always successful, he related. If the ruse and the identity of the
person making the substitutions were discovered, his life would be in danger.
Sometimes selections were a total surprise. The Nazis would arrive at Block 7
with a list and take people. “Block 7,” Eliezer explained, “was for those who
were not fit for work, like an infirmary.” When they did not have enough for
their quota they took the weakest from that block and others to the gas cham-
bers. If that was not enough, they would take people from the easy work detail
(Kommando Holzhof), and once they even reached the Maurerschule (Block 4,
where builders and plasterers were kept). Only young people worked there;
they took fifty. Sometimes they would simply surround a barracks and gather
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up people for the gas chambers. When he could, Eliezer said, he hid people
inside the block.*®

In 1943, party comrades charged, he had failed to save one of their com-
pany, a man named Katz. Eliezer said that the charge was baseless. Katz, he
said, had been more than fifty years old and had thus been designated to be
included in the quota of people over that age to be sent to the gas chambers.
There had been no way to rescue him. “Forging a birth date in the block would
not have had any results, because [the ss men] would arrive with a list from
the office on which the age was marked.”*’

The panel then asked Eliezer about his treatment of Muselmdnner. There
were two types, he responded —those who became Muselmdnner after con-
tracting typhus, and those who reached this state because of the difficult
conditions in the camp, despair, and apathy. He did not hide the typhus cases,
because if they stayed in the block they could infect all the prisoners. And,
he added, a Muselmann’s life could not be saved — he was a lost cause. Even if
he were placed in a good work detail, given good shoes, and supplied with an
extra liter of soup each day, this would at most put death off by a bit. But these
same benefits and goods, when granted to the healthy, could save lives. Many
other survivors, he noted, had cited this same logic.

Eisner and Kowalski pressed him further. So what happened when you
yourself came down with typhus? Didn’t you stay in the block? Yes, Eliezer ac-
knowledged, they left me in the block and saved my life. With Konczal’s con-
sent, Langman devotedly cared for him. It took him two months to recover.
Throughout this period he was nursed and cared for in the block and was not
sent to the infirmary, where he would have been in danger of being taken in a
selection. Without going into detail, he admitted that he had been kept in the
block despite the danger of infection.®

He was then asked if he withheld help at times that he could have extended
it. “You stand accused of not having done enough for Sawek Kirszenbaum,”
the investigators said. Sawek, a member of the Paris group, had been close to
Szmulewski, Eliezer, and the other veterans of the Spanish Civil War. Eliezer
denied this charge as well. When Kirszenbaum and a friend of his had arrived
in the camp, he assigned them “not to the best [Kommando], but the best one
there was at that time,” he said. He spoke with the kapo and foreman and
reached an agreement that the two men would not be beaten. Eliezer said that
he provided them with supplemental food, extra blankets and clothing, and
tried to move them to a different work detail. But he had little influence at
the time. Only when he became block chief did he have the power to arrange
better conditions — but by that time Sawek had already died.*

With the round of questioning approaching its final phase, the investigators
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turned their attention to one of the most intriguing points in the case —the
riddle of the attitude toward him displayed by the leaders of the group that
he had been associated with for so long. “What then, is the source of these
persistent accusations against you, from people in responsible positions?”
they asked.

“I have a hard time answering that,” Eliezer said. “I have asked the same
question myself, especially in Buchenwald, when six Czechs accused me in
what was close to being a libel.” The accusations had an objective cause — the
thankless position he had filled, which had made him “part of the German
machine.” In his opening statement he had raised the question of whether it
was possible to hold such posts without becoming part of the system.

In an answer he offered at a different point in the inquiry, he noted that
many of the Communists from the Paris group had assumed such positions.
Blass had been a clerk and later a block commander. Suttor had been a kapo.
Dymanski had been a block commander and later camp elder. Karol Bracht
had been a kapo. Szmulewski had been a deputy block commander. Fajnzyl-
ber and Warszawski had been in the Sonderkommando. One of the women
had been the elder in the women’s camp. They filled these posts at the behest
of the party, on the reasoning that such positions had to be used to save pris-
oners, or at least to reduce the level of danger. He was not sure that everyone
had succeeded.

But there was another reason — his name. “People were hurt more by my
actions than they would have been if they had been performed by a person
with an unfamiliar name,” he suggested. He paid, in other words, the price for
being a prince. Even though he went by the name of Leon Berger in the camps,
the Jewish prisoners knew that he was Eliezer Gruenbaum, son of Yitzhak
Gruenbaum.

The third in his list of explanations he proposed was that perhaps he had
“gone too far.” He added that “I stress that in Birkenau not one of dozens of
comrades took exception to my behavior and none of the accusations are con-
nected to the time in Birkenau.” What did he mean by this? Was he retracting
his claim that those had been “some of the blackest weeks in my life?” Or did
he mean that the accusations were attempts to settle earlier accounts with
him, regarding things that had not happened at Birkenau? Or that nothing
had been under his control?

Eisner and Kowalski were not satisfied. The riddle remained unsolved.
“Maybe no one protested because they feared you?” they asked. Eliezer denied
this. “No,” he said. “If anyone thought that his life was in my hands — my life
was actually in their hands.” As a camp official, he served as a buffer between
the prisoners on the one side and the Nazis and their senior collaborators on
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the other. It might have looked like a person in this position lived a protected
life, he maintained, but the position also brought with it obligations, and in
particular dangers that other prisoners were not exposed to and did not even
know about, he asserted. Camp officials were not necessarily collaborators —
some of them covertly worked against the system, its goals, and its activities.

How was it, he said sardonically to his interrogators, that those who now
referred to him as “alien,” unreliable, and as a person who was, because of his
sordid behavior, not made party to the underground’s secrets —how was it
that such a person was assigned some of the most delicate and complex mis-
sions in the camp? How was it that Miciol, who had served with him in Spain,
had been sent to him, Eliezer, immediately upon arriving in the camp? Who
sent him to Eliezer? “I was among the very small number of comrades that
Miciol reported to about the establishment and activities of the pPR.” When
Miciol planned his escape, Eliezer connected him with the Russians who were
meant to lead the breakout. Furthermore, Eliezer said, he gave up his own
place among the escapees in favor of Miciol. Didn't Miciol ask him to brief
him about the situation in the camp and what to expect? Who had brought
the whole matter before him and asked him to be involved? Hadn't it been
Szmulewski and his associates in the group’s leadership who had now, after
the war, turned their backs on him? Why had he been in the know with regard
to Sliwa? If he was not worthy of trust, why had they asked him to write to
Sliwa’s brother, a member of the Gwardia Ludowa, in order to establish con-
tact with forces outside the camp? Why had Szmulewski brought him a watch
to be used to pay the messenger? “There were dozens” of such cases, he said,
“in which people placed their trust in me.” How was that consistent with what
people were saying now?¢?

He didn’t know. Something had broken, but he did not know what. After
all, he noted, “the accusers all had the best of relations with me in Birkenau.”
Furmanski had kissed him when they parted, Szmulewski had welcomed
him enthusiastically at one point and invited him to have a drink with him
from time to time as a sign of brotherhood. When they had needed to find
a hiding place for their friend Alexander when he came down with typhus,
Szmulewski asked him to go to Blass and arrange it. Wouldn't Szmulewski
have gone to Blass himself if he lacked confidence in Eliezer? He told his ques-
tioners that he could not solve that riddle for them. “In Paris there is a psycho-
sis of accusations against me,” he said. He was referring to the atmosphere he
found in that city when he returned there after the war at the party’s behest,
when everyone turned their backs on him.

“How do you explain that psychosis to yourself? Why have all those people
changed their attitude toward you now?” the panel persisted. “I already told
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you how I explain it to myself,” Eliezer replied as he felt the noose began to
tighten around his neck.®®

The ideological stage of the inquiry contained further explosive material.
The panel highlighted both the dense ideological-political context of the affair
and the deep disagreements that had cut through the camp. Disputes over prin-
ciple, disagreements about strategy, tactics, and politics, along with ego and
power rivalries, had riven the Communists. They took these tensions, divisions,
and personal contentions with them to Auschwitz, and the survivors carried
them out of the camps as well. These were exacerbated under horrendous con-
ditions, raising issues of heroism, cowardice, collaboration, and the glory and
ignominy that were both the lot of those who were active in the underground.

One of the questions that preoccupied Eliezer’s questioners, as well as
those who had worked alongside him at the camps, was Poland’s postwar fate.
The Soviet Communists and their allies viewed the Soviet victory as an op-
portunity to take control of other European countries and to unite them into
a close and secure alliance. They envisioned Poland as a seventeenth member
state of the ussr. But other Communists, especially the Polish emigrants in
France, took a more nationalist and independent stance. They also wanted a
red Poland, and also viewed the victory over Germany as a great opportunity.
But they wanted their country to be free and independent. It was in this spirit
that Eliezer responded when he was asked about his role in political activ-
ity in Auschwitz. He laid it out chronologically: In 1942, “we received three
party theses on the situation from France. I translated and distributed them.”
In 1942 and 1943 he conducted political discussions in the blocks with party
members and others he sought to recruit. In 1943 he took part in extensive
discussions with the Russian prisoners and other supporters of the Soviet line
regarding Poland’s future. The Russians, he said, “planned to make Poland the
seventeenth Soviet republic. This predatory position was supported by sev-
eral Jewish comrades. “I fought against this position,” he told Kowalski and
Eisner — which did not make them like him more.**

This was the end of Eliezer’s initial testimony. The panel proceeded to hear
the witnesses. It is not clear what criteria were used to determine which wit-
nesses to call. Some testimony was given before the investigating judges, but
some was submitted in writing. Eliezer was present when some of the wit-
nesses appeared before the panel, and heard of the testimony of others when
it was presented to him and his response solicited. We do not know how the
witnesses were brought to Warsaw or Paris. Some may have provided testi-
mony a short time after liberation, while still in the vicinity of the camps. The
panel may have, at some point, traveled to Paris, where most of the witnesses
it had summoned were located. Eliezer prepared questions for those wit-

108 ||| AJewish Kapo in Auschwitz



nesses whose testimony he was present for, which are included in the court
documents. Testimony from at least twelve witnesses was considered during
this stage. Furmanski was the first, testifying on June 25. When he arrived at
Birkenau, Furmanski said, he found Eliezer (who had been deported to Aus-
chwitz three weeks before him) already as a room warden in Block 9. Eliezer,
he said, was suffused with “brutality, anger, and ‘Jewish antisemitism,” which
we paid a high price for because he was considered a party man. I was some-
times forced to make a clear separation between his past history in the party
and his actions and behavior in the camp.” Furmanski quoted Eliezer as say-
ing things like “Another thousand Jews kicked the bucket, so what? Less black
market!” That’s how he spoke to the Poles, Furmanski said, as if “he were
trying to distinguish himself from the Jews. Sometimes I burned with shame
when I heard the things he said to Polish criminals. On that basis you can
understand Berger’s [Eliezer’s] attitude toward people and party members.
When comrades spoke to him, because they knew him from the past, instead
of raising their spirits he would say pessimistically: ‘No one will get out of
here, ‘you don’t come here to live, you come here to die.” An example of how
he treated me? He'd known me for fifteen years. From Warsaw. When I was
sick he could come to me and say: ‘Muselmann, how much longer do you want
to live? You've got another two days.””

Despite this, Furmanski said, Eliezer had treated him “better than others.
Sometimes he gave me a piece of bread. Sometimes that was the initiative of
the block chief [Konczal], who out of professional brotherhood (work in the
dairy) treated me specially. His [Eliezer’s] behavior and way of talking did
more damage than bread could repair.”*®

Furmanski spoke also of the existence of a covert political organization,
the compartmentalization of its structure, and of Eliezer’s “original sin.” In
1942 there was no organization beyond a small leadership cell, he claimed; a
larger group was established only in July 1943. “The executive of the party cell
included Max Wilner, until July 1943, after that Arnold and Szmulewski. After
a discussion of the subject we decided not to include Berger in the executive.
We concealed that from him because we did not trust him. Nevertheless, the
executive decided to take advantage of his position as block chief to obtain
material assistance.”

Furmanski complained of the pessimism that Eliezer infused in those
around him and the “counterfeit party line” to which, in his view, Eliezer gave
voice. His skepticism about the Soviet Union’s power to win the war had al-
ready roused discontent in Beaune-la-Rolande, as well as in Birkenau. When
asked whether Eliezer had ever killed someone with his own hands, Furman-
ski replied:
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I did not see that he beat or murdered anyone, but people frequently came to me
to tell me about such things, to object and ask me to intervene. I am convinced
that he killed [people]. . . . Finkelkraut, who was also a room warden, frequently
spoke about this. . . . I recall that back at the beginning of 1942 [sic — he seems to
have meant 1943] Finkelkraut came to me beside himself and said that the previ-
ous night Berger and Tadek had killed two people.

Eliezer, Furmanski said, surrounded himself “with Polish lowlifes of the
worst kind. . . . I'll explain his behavior in this way: he was convinced that no
one would come out of the camp [alive], that there would be no judges, that
he would never have to explain his actions. He told me: Who will you have to
account to? Scumbag. He instituted a carpe diem tactic — just keep going.”

But, Furmanski noted, Eliezer’s behavior changed in 1943. He grew less
brutal, “and I no longer heard about killings. The grievances against him were
only about the vulgar way he treated people and antisemitism.”®®

Furmanski’s testimony regarding Eliezer’s crude behavior and his disaf-
fection and arrogance toward his former comrades during the initial weeks
in Birkenau is consistent with the testimony of other witnesses. Other wit-
nesses also confirmed that Eliezer proclaimed that no one would emerge alive
from the camp. Furmanski corroborated Eliezer’s claim that there had been
no party organizational framework during their first year in the camp, and
that this was established only in the summer of 1943. There were contacts,
there was activity, but an active party cell took form only then, and they de-
cided to make use of him but not allow him inside.

Finkelkraut was the second witness, testifying on August 9, after he had
returned to Paris, where he tried to rebuild his life. He had not been a party
member, but despite this had been among those who asked Konczal to appoint
Eliezer his deputy. Finkelkraut had been a resident of Block 9, meaning that
his testimony is a primary source about Eliezer’s behavior.

Eliezer had, Finkelkraut maintained, “killed out of necessity.” He had done
so at the command of the block chief, but “had he not wanted to do it then he
would not have.” At the end of 1942, when they arrived in Birkenau, Eliezer
had filled in for the block chief. One night a transport of Jews from Holland
arrived. One of them had attacked the night guard, and “Gruenbaum and
Tadek killed him. Ludwig Konczal, the Block 9 chief, was also present.”

According to Finkelkraut, Eliezer beat prisoners “horribly.” When he
kicked a prisoner, “he aimed at the belly or lower.” When asked why he beat
people up, he said that “all these people should be killed.” He was especially
brutal toward Jews, in particular old ones. “They’ve already lived enough,”
Finkelkraut quoted Eliezer as saying. When they went to him to ask for help
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he would say, “What for, they’ll all croak,” and “If you want to get out of here
alive, it'll only be at someone else’s expense.” When Sawek Kirszenbaum fell
ill, he asked Eliezer to care for him. Eliezer didn’t want to. Said he couldn’t.
Sawek had not spoken to Eliezer directly because he didn’t have the cour-
age to do so. “If Gruenbaum had wanted to, he might have been able to save
him.” If anyone asked him “if he were Gruenbaum’s son, his response would
be a terrible beating.” He “gave up, broke, as early as 1942. He looked out for
his job. Groveled before Polish reactionary elements. Gathered around him
people from a black planet” (the criminal prisoners were marked with black
triangles). Finkelkraut offered the investigators the following list: “There are
in Poland people who committed murder in Birkenau, like Gruenbaum: Lud-
wig Konczal —murderer; Czyczakowki, an Arbeitseinsatz in the Polish camp,
behaved horribly; Alfred Zabilski, commander of Block 10 in 1942, murderer;
Bogdan Komranicki — Ukrainian, Kommando kapo (Aufnahmeschreiber), mur-
derer. Sychbara Kazimiesz —son of the mayor of Nowy Sacz, behaved very
well, helped a great deal.”’

Herman Freilich, a member of the group from Paris, gave his testimony on
August 20. He had also been in Block 9 and was one of the men who had asked
Konczal to give Eliezer a post in the block. His account also painted an ugly
picture of the defendant. In his different capacities at Birkenau in 1942, Frei-
lich told the panel, Berger “did not help, on the contrary, he tormented.” As
deputy block commander and thus in “control of everything,” he had “kissed
the ass” of Block Commander Konczal —who was a murderer — and had me-
ticulously carried out his orders. When food was handed out he beat prison-
ers while using foul language, such as “gqudtaj” (a derogatory term for Jew) and
also “go give up the ghost.” He beat prisoners, and had beaten him, Freilich,
several times. Freilich related that he came down with typhus and that after
he recovered, Konczal, with whom he had good relations, had ordered Berger
to give him an extra portion of soup. But after the commander left, Berger
had not followed the order. He kicked Freilich, saying, “You son of a bitch,
either way you’ll die soon.” Eliezer kicked mostly in the back, he said. Freilich
testified that when he asked Eliezer why he had changed so fast, he answered,
“Shut up, son of a bitch, you'll get yours, too.” Luckily, Eliezer could not go
on beating him once he was transferred to another block and worked in the
kitchen. In Beaune-la-Rolande “he behaved ox. He was in the party and did
whatever the party told him to,” Freilich said. But in Birkenau “Berger broke
asa Communist and as a human being. He told me once [after three months in
Birkenau]: ‘Look just how far a human being can sink.”®

David Szmulewski and Eliezer each had had a very good vantage point from
which to get a clear view of the entire range of the other’s actions. For this
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reason, the stock phrases that pervade Szmulewski’s testimony are surprising
and vexing, compared with testimony that he would give at a later date. His
claim that he heard of Eliezer only in November-December 1942 at Birkenau
is questionable, as is the choice of subjects he chose to focus on. He opened
by asserting that Eliezer had been “a demoralizing factor” in the group. Any-
one who went to him seeking encouragement or assistance, Szmulewski re-
counted, would receive a stock answer: “Either way, three or four days from
now you won't be alive.” Each time he was asked to join in “organizational
work” in the cell he managed to evade it “and did nothing.” A good example
was his refusal to cooperate with Warszawski, a member of the Sonderkom-
mando and one of the central organizers of the uprising.

Even when Eliezer linked him up with people he thought were worthwhile,
they turned out to be “dishonest people.” He did this even “when he had cor-
rect information about the existence of work in the camp and when he knew
people who were involved in that work.”® In his frugal and spare manner of
speaking, Szmulewski explained that Berger had traded on the information
and connections he obtained. He was in no rush to share things he knew with
his comrades. He did so to an extent, at a pace, and apparently also at a price
that he himself set.

Emanuel Mink had been surrounded by a hero’s aura since his service in
Spain. His behavior at Auschwitz reinforced his image as a courageous and
bold man. He took part in underground cells and headed the cell established
by Szmulewski and others. At Auschwitz, even respected prisoners, as he was,
officers and commanders of men, had to carve out a position for themselves
almost from scratch. When he met Eliezer, who had been under his command
in Spain, their positions had practically reversed. Mink was the solider and
Eliezer the commander. Eliezer’s treatment of his former commander, whom
everyone respected, was the background to the impression that Mink formed
of him in Block 9 and while filling other posts in other blocks. His testimony
bore special weight, both because of his standing and the moral stature he had
in the movement, but also because of his extensive experience. In particular,
the panel listened to him because he spoke from a commander’s point of view,
that is, as a person who knew how to weigh the variables at hand and examine
the question of Eliezer’s behavior, taking into account all his responsibilities,
the dangers he faced, and the burden he bore.

Mink arrived in Auschwitz in March 1942. At the end of 1943 he was trans-
ferred to Birkenau. That was the worst period of all. In Auschwitz there had
been a party organization from the end of 1942, but that was not the case in
Birkenau, where he found “weak and divided party organization.” When he
arrived, Szmulewski and Alexander established a Jewish leadership in Birke-
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nau. They aimed to establish ties with the national underground groups. They
were able to achieve cooperation with the Russians, Germans, and Poles. He
did not state how these relations were established and what Eliezer’s role in
this had been. Eliezer had repeatedly claimed to be the architect of most of
these ties. Rumors about Eliezer’s behavior had reached Mink while he was
still in Auschwitz. Communication between the two camps was not simple,
Mink said, but even then “we had information that Berger had beaten and
killed [prisoners].” We, the veterans of Spain, Mink said, believed that it was
our duty to teach people how to behave in this situation and to help reinforce
them. Berger never did that, he maintained.

According to Mink, during that difficult period, at the beginning of 1943,
Warszawski and the others proposed to Berger that he take on the leadership
and organize a party cell in the camp. They told him that as a block com-
mander he was the only person who could do this. But, Mink said, he refused.
Szmulewski and others visited his room several times in attempts to persuade
him, but, in Mink’s words, “Berger threw them out.” That is why, he said,
they all took their distance from him, and “the attitude toward him was very
negative.”

But, Mink told the investigators, Berger treated him, Mink, “very well,
and even gave me sausage.” Mink said, however, that he stopped approach-
ing Berger “because of the party’s attitude toward him.” It was known that
as block commander, Berger had helped load Muselmdnner on trucks headed
for the gas chambers. True, he had to do this as part of his job as block com-
mander, Mink said, but he had evinced “no regret. I myself saw how he
laughed at Jews who went to their death praying, instead of rebelling.” Only
when “he himself received the boot from the Germans, who ejected him from
his position because he was a Jew and thus he himself was in danger, only
then did he begin to think about organizing an escape.” Mink summed up his
impression: Berger behaved in a way unbefitting a Communist. He rejected
calls to organize and refrained from extending help. He did nothing to raise
the Jews’ spirits. “He treated the Jews horribly, and laughed at them like an
antisemite,” Mink concluded.

Mink proposed that the defendant’s behavior should be judged by compar-
ing it to that of other prisoners who had held positions of power at the camps.
The panel should indeed be cognizant that anyone who held such a post had to
perform “dirty work.” Warszawski, he noted, “had in fact been in the Sonder-
kommando, which we condemned, but later he acted like a hero. Under the
most difficult conditions he pushed for the establishment of an organization,
provided much help, and organized nearly the entire Sonderkommando to
participate in the resistance. As a result of this the Sonderkommando later
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set fire to Crematorium 2. Warszawski himself died a heroic death, after
they burned the Oberkapo [chief kapo] and the entire group broke out of the
camp,” he explained. Making his key point, he added that “in Auschwitz we
had block commanders of our own and people in other posts who took these
positions after the party recommended it, and those helped a great deal and
before anything else saw to saving the team. They undertook political work at
the behest of the executive and did not beat [prisoners — the emphasis is in the
original]. There were isolated cases of beatings (because of theft, failure to
observe rules of hygiene), but these were rare.” Had Berger done his job with
the needs and best interests of the prisoners as his central concern, Mink
said, “you could absolve him in part, but he thought only about himself.” He
was asked whether other party members who served as block commanders
and Birkenau also engaged in beatings. Mink said that he thought they had,
but did not know for sure. He had spent only a short time in the camp, he said.
It would be better to ask Szmulewski and Alexander.”

One of the following witnesses was Simon Laks, a musician. His testimony
was recorded on August 6. Eliezer, Laks said, “beat [prisoners] unnecessarily,
kicked an old man because he asked for more soup. A few weeks later the old
man died. [Eliezer] took the rations of the dead and traded in them.””

Victor Majzlik told the panel that he knew that at Jawischowitz, at the be-
ginning of 1944, the party committee imposed a ban on Eliezer. The reasons
were “manslaughter, torture, and beatings of his defenseless comrades at
Birkenau camp.” He seems to have meant to say that he had not been an eye-
witness to these events and had only heard of them from others.”

The latest testimony in the investigation file was heard on November 7,
1945, from Napieracz, a Polish Communist Party activist in Buchenwald. His
presentation focused on the question of Eliezer’s standing during the inquiry
that had been conducted there, and what his position in the group had been
following that investigation. This testimony paints a picture different from
that subsequently provided, in a later proceeding, by Eliezer and his coun-
sel. Napieracz had been a member of that earlier party panel and noted that
the judges there had accepted the claim of the Czech group that “Berger beat
them there and stole (margarine, sausage) from them.” The prosecutors had
proved that “1. Berger beat the Czechs, one of them until he died; 2. During an
inspection [of Berger] at Birkenau, they found eleven cubes of margarine.”

On the basis of these findings, Napieracz related, Berger had been removed
from his position as an “inspection clerk” (it is not clear what position he was
referring to). Furthermore, Napieracz said that he confirmed “with full force
that the party court expelled Berger from the party in Buchenwald.””® This
testimony contradicts all that is known of the proceeding at Buchenwald, as
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recounted by testimonies that do not come from Eliezer and his supporters. It
is important to note that Napieracz’s testimony was taken some two months
after the panel handed down its judgment and the publication of the party’s
verdict. It is not clear who sought out the testimony and what the purpose of
soliciting it was.

Up to this point the witnesses did not favor Eliezer. Most of them offered
a picture very different from that he provided to the panel in his opening
statement and his initial testimony, in particular his account of the outcome
of the first proceeding in Buchenwald. Especially problematic for Eliezer
was Mink’s testimony. Unlike all other witnesses, Mink explicitly compared
Eliezer’s actions to those of others who had held posts at the camp. There had
been others who had acted differently, this witness maintained —they did
not beat prisoners or did so only in exceptional cases, and others were true
heroes. The witness supported Eliezer’s position only on one point — his close
associates had not set up a party cell at the camp until the summer of 1943.
One of the major reasons, however, was that Eliezer had not agreed to take
charge of setting it up. This explained both the anger and disappointment felt
by his comrades — such emotions could have been felt only against someone
they took to be a central and influential figure. He had preferred to set his own
standards for how to help the group, and put most of his efforts into establish-
ing and reinforcing his contacts with other forces in the camp, among them
the prisoner-staffed administration and various other underground forces.

At least three questions remained unresolved. First, how could Eliezer’s
claim to have played a central role in the camp underground be reconciled
with the isolation and interdiction described by his colleagues? Most of
them stated that he had displayed his true colors during the first few months
in the camp, during his time in Block 9 under Konczal. By the end of 1942,
they claimed, life in the camp had brought his worst qualities to the surface
and turned him malevolent. Yet, second, if this were the case, why had they
nevertheless insisted, during the initial months of 1943, that he should be the
point man in organizing their group? Third, how to square the harsh and hor-
rible things they said about him with the emotional partings from these very
same people that Eliezer had described, and with later testimonies offered by
other witnesses?

Eliezer, or Berger as most of the witnesses called him, did not see these
testimonies as closing the case. He ratcheted up his counterattack. His first
step was to prepare questions to put to all the principal witnesses, asking that
they provide the court with their answers. He then offered his own response,
longer and more detailed than his previous testimony. The response offers a
more complex picture than that painted by the witnesses. He protested what
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he claimed was slander by the witnesses and supported his position with a
meticulous account of his covert activities.
He submitted nineteen questions to be posed to Langman, among them:

1. Isit true that Block 9 was the only Jewish block in which murder was not
methodically practiced?

2. Could [Langman)] indicate the differences between people’s attitudes toward
death, food, and clothing in Block 9 as opposed to what prevailed in Block 8,
where he had spent several months?

3.Is it true that in the winter of 1942, thanks to my connections with the
Russians who worked in the laundry, that I organized clean clothes for the
entire block once or twice?

4.Is it true that the bread, margarine, and soup rations were incomparably
larger in Block 9 than in the other Jewish blocks (such as 8, 13, 15, 16, 17, and
so on)?

5. Is it true that Block 9 was considered the best Jewish block?

6. Is it true that when the Jews were, in January 1943, transferred from Block
9 to Blocks 8, 27, and elsewhere they found their conditions to be notably
worse?

7. Is it true that at the time of the transfer I was beaten by the block commander
for not obeying [his order] and leaving people in the block?

8. Does he know of other cases in which I was beaten by the block commander,
the kapo, and so on? If so, for what reasons?

He also asked whether Langman knew about the speech he, Eliezer, had
made in 1942 to the prisoners in the block about preserving discipline in such
a way that would make it possible to do away with beatings. Was it not the
case that when he left Block 9 in the autumn of 1942, conditions worsened
significantly? Did Langman know about the circumstances under which he
was returned to Block 9 — this after he had been transferred and had found
a better location? Was it true that at the time of the so-called Bloody Star, the
anti-Jewish Christmas riots of 1942, he hid many prisoners in the block even
though this was forbidden? And what about the comrades whom he placed in
better blocks or work details, among them Sznajder, Wikrowiecki, Kalinski,
Michrowski, Kirszenbaum, and others? Was it true that in September 1942
he had initiated an unneeded large-scale digging project as a way of saving
two hundred Muselménner from Block 13? Surely Langman knew about his
contacts with the Russians and men of the Sonderkommando and his at-
tempt, along with Michrowski and Mirecki, to organize an armed uprising
and escape? What was Langman’s account of his relations with the Czech
group, and, of course, what was his opinion of Eliezer’s party loyalty, alleged
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ideological deviations, and in particular the accusation that he had sown de-
moralization among his fellow prisoners by casting doubt on the chances of a
Soviet victory?”*

He prepared an even tighter set of questions for Szmulewski, because he
had been one of the leaders of the Communist underground. If there were
any bases for Eliezer’s claims regarding his ties to the cell and the actions he
had been involved in at its behest, they could be made clear to the investiga-
tors by Szmulewski’s responses. The questions revolved around four points —
escape, Eliezer’s connections with underground activists in and outside the
camp, aid actions that he organized, and his loyalty to the party and his role in
maintaining or weakening morale.

Eliezer sought to force Szmulewski to address issues that Eliezer had
raised in his opening statement and initial testimony. He asked Szmulewski
if it was true that he, Eliezer, had maintained ongoing contacts with Rus-
sian prisoners, with whom he had planned escape operations. Had he not
repeatedly urged Szmulewski that they had to concentrate their efforts on
organizing the escape of individuals and arming the escapees? Was it not true
that he had tried to buy weapons with money he received from Berneman,
who worked in “Canada” and served as a pipeline for money from there to
the underground? Had Eliezer not done all this with party’s sanction and
with its knowledge? Was it true that he had taken part in preparing for the
aborted attack on the Blockfiihrerstube? Was it true that he had maintained
contact throughout 1943 with Kostek Jagelo and the ppr that he led, as well
as with the Germans Blass and Erich Mitiu, and others? He asked about the
groundwork for the Sonderkommando rebellion: “Is it not true that I was in
constant contact with Comrades Fajnzylber and Warszawski and that I dis-
cussed with them the difficulties of launching the uprising at the time of the
night shift?” The point was to show that he had played a role in this heroic
action. Had Szmulewski not suggested several times that he accompany him
to the women’s camp to make contact with Comrade Marie Claude and oth-
ers? In other parts of his testimony Eliezer said that he had turned down such
overtures from Szmulewski so as not to needlessly place the communications
channels at risk. His point was that he knew about the leaders of the covert
cells and their means of contact with the women’s camp.

Eliezer also asked about the assistance that he extended to the under-
ground. Was it not true that he had, at Szmulewski’s recommendation, estab-
lished contact with the warehouse so as to supply the camp with clothing with
the help of the cleaning Kommando? That he had systematically provided new
prisoners with paper, envelopes, and stamps? That he had been the first to
allow Croatian prisoners to establish contact with their families? That he had,
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at the request of his Communist comrades, taken action against the theft of
packages and the swindling of prisoners in the Kommando group? That weak
prisoners close to the Communist group were sent to his block so as to receive
better nourishment, because it was generally regarded as offering better con-
ditions? That had he been evaluated “positively, as a good and organized block
commander?” Was it true that the percentage of prisoners taken to the gas
chambers from his block was much lower than the average? Had the action he
had initiated against the ss orders that required block commanders to mark
those designated for the gas chambers not subverted the process? That he had
lobbied on Szmulewski’s behalf with Blass when Aaron, a member of their
group, had come down with typhus and it was decided not to send him, as
required, to the infirmary?

In the cluster of questions regarding his ideological purity and his contri-
bution to reinforcing the morale of his fellow Communists, he noted that he
had been targeted by the non-Communist Ak faction in the camp. Its members
charged him with being “detrimental to society and the state” as a result of his
profound influence over the Poles. Was it true, Eliezer asked Szmulewski, that
the person who had informed him of this was Szmulewski himself? Was he
not one of the leading speakers about Poland’s future after the coming Soviet
victory? Had he not promoted the party after the camp commander (Lager-
fithrer) had, in the autumn of 1943, given a speech to the Poles promising them
liberty in exchange for fighting a common war against the Bolsheviks? Eliezer
ended his document with the question: “Does Szmulewski know of a case in
which comrades brought improper behavior to my attention?” Had he not
acted properly, why did no one tell him?”®

He posed four questions to Furmanski, regarding how Block 9 compared to
other blocks. Eliezer focused in particular on the difference between Block 9
and the one that Furmanski lived in, commanded by Albert Hemmerle. Eliezer

“@e

claimed that Hemmerle “‘ate’ several prisoners alive for breakfast and for
supper,” as Furmanski told him on several occasions. He also composed ques-
tions for Léon (Leib) Epstein, the secretary of the foreign printers’ section
of the Communist Party in Paris, who knew Eliezer from Beaune-la-Rolande.
Epstein spent a short time in Block 9 and was active in the Auschwitz under-
ground. In the questions, Eliezer sought to use Epstein as a character witness.
He asked Epstein to recount how Eliezer had concealed him in the block to
give him time to recover from beatings he received in his work detail. He also
asked Epstein to tell about cases in which prisoners in the block were mur-
dered, and about the beatings Eliezer received from the block commander
and the reasons for this, and on the ties they had maintained after Epstein
was moved to another block. Eliezer also wrote that Freilich’s testimony was
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not free of errors —he had “been expelled from our group on charges of doing
business with Germans.””®

About a month after arriving in Paris, Eliezer felt despondent. His center
no longer held — his comrades from the Polish underground, from his Parisian
immigrant days, comrades-at-arms from Spain, and even from his months in
occupied France had all turned their backs on him. By the beginning of July
1945 he felt as if Paris were casting him out. He hoped that he might still be ac-
cepted in Poland. In his plight, lonely and despairing, he wrote an emotional

letter to an acquaintance in the Polish Communist Party:

Andrzej,

I have been in Paris for more than a month and I still do not know
anything official about the way the things regarding me are going. On top
of that, the atmosphere that surrounds me is enough to give me a sense of
what direction they are going. I know that you are occupied with many other
things, but I nevertheless ask you to transfer me to Poland as quickly as

possible.

Napieracz and Epstein, who were acquainted with the issues, were in
Paris. Eliezer sensed that Epstein had “apparently formed a [negative] opin-
ion of me,” but he still believed that both men could fill in details that could
put his actions in a more favorable light. He estimated that the information
his investigators had gathered was sufficient and that it was likely that they
had already drawn conclusions. He was well aware that their decision would
seal his fate and his future in Poland, and that he faced two principal options:
“Either punishment as a war criminal, or acquittal. And neither of these two
things can be pronounced here [in Paris].” He thus exhorted them to expedite
his return to Poland, no matter what the conditions.

He also reminded his correspondent of the merit he had earned in the
party, “Spain and the devil knows what,” as he wrote. But he also expressed
skepticism about their ability “to grant me something for all that,” on top of
which he did not know if they would want or be able to take his past into ac-
count. He was at peace with himself with regard to all that had transpired.
Were he given the chance to open a new leaf in Poland, he would make every
effort to succeed, but he doubted whether he would be offered such an op-
portunity. “For general and personal reasons . . . all that has been enough for
me . .. it’s already a little too much for my nerves,” he wrote, reiterating his
request that he be allowed to travel to Poland as soon as possible.

The most important lines in the letter were: “Since I am writing to you in
a private capacity, [ permit myself to add, without panic or pretense, that the
thing that troubles me more than anything else is that I did not have a heart
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attack in the camp at the right moment. Had there only been an opportunity
to break my neck, I would have been very happy.”””

Two weeks later, on July 21, 1945, he was able to present to himself and
to others a much sharper picture of the circumstances of his reception in
Paris, as far as he saw it. The most important factor was the change that had
occurred in the opinions of some of the most important members of the
Jewish-Polish-French underground in Birkenau. The change had occurred, so
he believed, under pressure from the public at large there in Paris, and out
of fear that they, too, would sink into the quicksand of standing accused of
collaboration. This was especially true of those who had, like himself, taken
on positions of authority in Auschwitz-Birkenau, and who could thus easily
“be pulled into the same morass.” The picture became clear to him after two
conversations he conducted with people whose names he could not reveal to
his interrogators. He learned from these sources that those who had bid him
emotional farewells in Birkenau as friends and had even stood by him and
supported him during the inquiry at Buchenwald had now been compelled
to change their positions. Those who tried to defend him “got yelled at and
threatened,” and “you need a lot of civil courage to go against the flow.” Paris
was not the place to examine his case objectively, he maintained, even more so
because not all members of the group had gone back there.

He wrote again to the panel in Warsaw, asking that he be brought back
there immediately, even if they believed that he was liable for death. He re-
minded them of the major investigations he had already gotten through. The
first was the one that party members had conducted without his knowledge
in Jawischowitz: “You can ask Rutkowski, one of the party men in Buchen-
wald, as well as Henfitz from Paris.” He cited the inquiry held at Buchenwald,
as well as those conducted by Polish nationalist groups, “who would gladly
have taken advantage of the situation to persecute me.” In addition there had
been the inquiry in the Communist Party cell there. But “the best proof” of
his innocence, he maintained, was that the party signaled its confidence in
him by, after the arrival of the Americans, appointing him a member of the
(Communist) Polish committee at the camp. At the party’s behest he even
spoke at mass rallies at the liberated camp, and the party signed his name to
one of the leaflets it distributed as part of its campaign to gain support among
the liberated prisoners. From the camp, the leadership sent him to Paris on
party business. Would the party have used him as its public face, he asked,
if even a shadow of disgrace hovered over his name? Furthermore, when the
Americans began investigating charges against alleged war criminals, there
were hundreds in the camp — Poles, Jews, Russians, Czechs, and Germans —
who knew him from Birkenau and who could have filed charges against him
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had they considered him a malefactor. The fact that none did so showed that
no one there thought he was guilty of anything.

In other words, Eliezer argued that the position taken by his comrades in
Paris was motivated not by what he actually did during his time at Birkenau,
but rather by other considerations — grievances, fears, and local pressures.
He thus demanded a precise account of the charges against him and to be al-
lowed to return to Poland, where the inquiry would continue. “Even if I am
liable for the death penalty, neither of these things should be an obstacle,” he
wrote. Only in Poland, he maintained, could he receive a proper opportunity
“to prove that the motive for my actions was not what I stand accused of here,
egotism, cowardice, and fear of death.””®

His request to receive the charge sheet was honored. But his desperate plea
to be allowed to return to Warsaw in order to present his defense was turned
down. Like a soldier laying out and organizing his gear on the eve of his last
battle, Eliezer gathered up his remaining strength and readied himself to
respond to the accusations against him. He tried to understand why his expla-
nations thus far had failed.

He became ever more aware of how many adversaries had ranged them-
selves against him. It was an unholy alliance of people who had held positions
of authority in the camps, apprehensive that poking around in the wreckage
left from the camps might have very serious consequences and even crash
down on their heads. They sought to deflect the censure they feared onto a
victim who could serve as an easy target. Eliezer understood that he was the
scapegoat.

Each time he recalled new facts or thought of a more incisive way to pres-
ent his case, he wrote to his interrogators in the hope that he could persuade
them. These missives offer an indication of what kind of atmosphere he faced
in Paris and how desperately he was groping for a way to recover from pro-
found trauma and return to the routine of everyday life. He was not alone —
all members of the Communist underground cells that had functioned in the
camps during the war found themselves facing an impossible situation. Each
activist realized that he or she could suddenly be accused of collaboration or
disloyalty. It created an atmosphere in which each Communist first fought for
his own life. The result was a moral map of a struggle for survival in the lower
depths and the contours of the reconceptualization that the questions raised
by the war mandated, the beginning of the struggle over the representation
of “what really happened there,” the differences between history and mem-
ory and the politics of both.

Eliezer now sent the panel a summary of his defense, a final attempt to
convince the investigators that he had done the best he could under im-
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possible circumstances. He opened with a brief survey of the question of
whether a person of leadership abilities, to whom the party had assigned a
command, should have accepted positions that were part of the network of
self-government in the camps while at the same time being part of the Nazi
bureaucratic and command system. He again emphasized a point he had made
previously, orally and in writing — every assumption of a position of respon-
sibility was “objectively part of the apparatus that was supported by the ss.”

He reiterated that he accepted these positions on orders from the party.
He had done so even when he would have rather evaded them, knowing both
that they would destroy him and that he had already, like many others, been
crushed by the experience of his encounter with Auschwitz-Birkenau.

A single theme ran through his testimony — he insisted that he had been
loyal to the party and punctilious in following the true path it laid down. As a
loyal Communist — and as one who had learned to appreciate how important
loyalty was — he utterly rejected the accusation that he had deviated from the
party line and that he had denied that the Soviet Union would win the war.
The position attributed to him on this matter was “a libel, pure and simple.”
Had he deviated, why had the party sought an opportunity to enable him to
escape the camp in May 1942, and why had it continued to recognize him as a
member of the party committee? After all, just prior to their deportation from
Beaune-la-Rolande, he had been briefed on the proper course of action ex-
pected of party loyalists at the destination they were being sent to. When they
had arrived at Birkenau, it had quickly become clear that the instructions
were incommensurate with the conditions at the camp. But he had never done
anything that he had not fully coordinated with his comrades, in particular
with the “organization secretary,” Sznajder, his long-standing partner in the
leadership. Sznajder himself had told him “that he had instructed party mem-
bers to work diligently so as to avoid beatings. That they remain disciplined
and not give any reason to murder them.” That is how he had acted, his princi-
pal goal being “to reduce the number of killings in the block.”” The same logic
and loyalty to the party line had motivated his position that it was important
to install party members in positions of responsibility and work details at
the camp. This would enable them to provide assistance, to subvert the Nazi
system, and to organize escapes. He explained that “the positions in the camp
and in particular in the Kommandos would be exploited only for assistance
and to reduce beatings and terror, but first and foremost as a springboard for
establishing contacts with civilians so as to find ways of escape and to carry
out sabotage.” The Sonderkommando uprising, the flight of the twenty-six,
and the escape of Marian and the four Russians were all good examples of
what he had preached, he wrote to his interrogators.
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He had carried out his orders —he did all that was in his power to work
covertly to undermine Nazi economic interests. The minute he understood
from Kalinski — the first person who had told them — the economic impor-
tance that “Canada” and Birkenau played in funding Hitler’s war machine,
he had advocated doing everything possible to disrupt its operation. When a
transport arrived from Holland, he managed to organize the collection of sev-
eral hundreds of thousands of dollars from the Jews who had arrived, while
they still stood on the railway platform, before they were examined and their
property confiscated, and saw to it that the banknotes were burned. (There
was no confirmation of this story from other sources.)

Stealing and wasting construction materials were part of these efforts,
he claimed. He wrote that it had been his idea to pour cement floors in the
blocks, important given the boggy soil at the camp. He had done so in his
block, and other block commanders followed suit. In the process, hundreds of
sacks of cement were stolen from the construction companies that worked at
the camp, while at the same time conditions for the prisoners were improved.
At the end of 1943, in the disarray following the German order to dismantle
the prisoner blocks so that they could be shipped back to Germany, Eliezer
said he had initiated the theft of wooden joists, boards, and other flammable
materials be used to heat the barracks, further undermining the Nazi effort.
A total of forty barracks went missing, Eliezer claimed. These were all stolen
by prisoners, mostly Russians. Eliezer said that he was beaten by Lagerdltester
Ton, and a disciplinary report was filed against him.*® This claim also lacked
corroboration from another source.

The charges about his pessimism and his tendency to sow confusion among
his fellow Communists were, he insisted, in error. The eruptions of optimism
that overcame the prisoners, especially upon the arrival of newcomers in
transports who said that the war was about to end, were impediments for
those trying to organize an uprising. It had also been necessary to counter the
weakness that resulted from such optimism. That was why he had told pris-
oners that they needed “to prepare for a long, hard war,” and that anyone who
thought victory was at hand was fantasizing. His effort to tighten the ranks
had turned into an “oracle that turned into an accusation of lack of faith in the
Soviet Union’s victory.”® Plenty of other survivors and witnesses, he noted,
had maintained that the illusion of victory had weakened the resistance.

He was no antisemite. True, “the Jewish element that reached the camp
lacked all its activist and ethical elements — those had retreated with the Red
Army. What arrived from Poland in large numbers were the residue of the last
Jews to survive in the ghettos, a large percentage of whom had lived this long
thanks to wheeling and dealing, connections, and money.” They no longer
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included any “popular” (proletarian) elements, he declared. Eliezer said that
the camp administration also viewed the Jews as a “less dangerous element.”
That is why they were directed to work details and factories from which it
was easier to escape — the assumption was that they would not even try to
do so. The same logic, Eliezer said, had led the commandant of Auschwitz II
to apply to Berlin for permission to replace Polish with Jewish laborers — the
Poles would run away, but the Jews would not.

Also baseless were the accusations that he had jeered at those heading
for the gas chambers or that he had viewed the annihilation of the Jews as a
“means of fighting profiteering.” He had been and remained critical, some-
times highly critical, of antisocial phenomena in the Jewish public. But this
was no different from Russian prisoners who censured Russian collaborators
who arrived in transports or Poles who decried compatriots of theirs who had
worked with the Nazis. Yet when he had “criticized Jews who served Hitler
and sought to brand them with a mark of disgrace, that made him an anti-
semite.” He, like other members of the movement, had indeed publicly dis-
paraged the behavior of those being taken to the gas chamber. “We declared
that we would not go to our deaths without resistance . . . we did not see
prayer or the singing of ‘Hatikvah’ as glorification of heroism. Going toward
death without resistance had to be censured,” he said, and they censured it.*?
His close relations with the Poles and Russians in the camp and his declara-
tion that they should not all be branded as antisemites made him enemies.
True, Eliezer said, there were many antisemites among them, some of them
virulently venomous kinds, but there were also many who identified with the
plight of the Jews and were willing to help. The generalizations and hurtful
stereotypes had no basis in fact, he said, nor any operational logic.®* It had to
be remembered that among those opposed to his close relations to the Poles
were some who had forgotten that Auschwitz was located in Poland and that
most of the civilians employed there were Poles. Communication with the free
world was possible only via Poles from the resistance movements, and any
escape plan required contacts with underground activists outside the camp
fences — meaning Poles. The Nazis themselves realized that the Poles were in
a key position for rebellion in the camp, which is why they got rid of them in
the spring of 1943. Only later had new transports of Poles arrived in the camp.

It had been necessary to enlist Poles of goodwill in the common battle
against antisemitism. That is why he stressed the Jewish fighting spirit. “I
made the Warsaw ghetto uprising very popular among the Poles in the camp,”
he maintained. But when a transport arrived from Majdanek that included
dozens of Jews who had taken part in the rebellion, they joined in the cho-
rus of condemnation against the Poles. They charged the Poles with having
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avoided contact with the ghetto fighters and with having barely provided any
aid. Relations with the Poles were sullied as a result.

He sought cooperation with Polish elements and quickly clarified that this
was prior to the severing of relations between the Polish government-in-
exile in London and the ussr. Working with the Poles was much harder than
working with the Jews. He had done so without having gained any “personal
benefit,” and at great risk to himself because the Poles were always under the
Gestapo's watchful eye. They were the primary focus of the camp’s political
department (Politische Abteilung), and most of the blood that splattered the
“bloody wall in Auschwitz’s Block 11,” where prisoners who had been interro-
gated were executed, was Polish blood. Anyone who circulated among them
took his life in his hands.®*

Then there was the murder charge. Eliezer offered clarifications to rein-
force his previous testimony, admitting to some of the allegations against him.
As a rule, he claimed, he had not allowed the killing of Muselmdnner in the
block. But once, when he overheard a conversation between two Muselmdnner
who were waiting to be transferred to Block 7, he learned that one of them
intended to tell the authorities about the Communist cell’s activities in the
hopes that the ss soldiers would reward them with better treatment. “I be-
lieved that it was my duty to take action. I do not know if they would have
carried out their intentions, but if they had done so, several of our comrades
would have been shot dead. It would have been criminal of me not to have pre-
vented that. So I assumed responsibility and prevented their transfer to Block
7,and I did not oppose the block commander’s decision to kill them. Otherwise
I would have been justifiably held responsible for not having done anything.
... They are accusing me of not having prevented the killing of a few whiners
and informers.” Yet, Eliezer continued, “ a few comrades, who were present
at hundreds of killings and made no attempt to prevent them, now think they
have the right to cast such filth at me.”® The killing of informers and collabo-
rators was part of the routine activity of the underground, he said.

“As long as I was responsible for Block 9 I was compelled to assume the
thankless task of keeping the block commander from intervening in the
enforcement of order. I was placed between the block commander —a mur-
derer —and a crew of men half-mad with hunger, despair, and close proxim-
ity to death,” Eliezer explained of the time he served as the top Jewish official
in the block under Konczal’s reign. When a transport arrived he would speak
to its people in Polish, French, or German and explain the camp rules. He
stressed the vital importance of obeying the rules and maintaining discipline,
and the need to observe at least minimal standards of hygiene. “I wanted to be
enabled to manage the block without violence,” he declared. But all that was
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quickly forgotten. “Every display of weakness or a failure to invest sufficient
energy” led to “the intervention of the block commander and cost several
lives.” As a result he had been compelled to take steps to prevent “unneces-
sary risk to the lives of friends.” The claim that the mortality rate in his block
was the same as in blocks run by German criminals was a lie, he insisted.
During the eleven months in which he ran the block there were fewer than
thirty deaths, despite outbreaks of typhus and dysentery.*® During his time
at the head of Block 30 he had had almost no reason to use violence —a fact
that, in the autumn of 1943, other block commanders noted in astonishment.
Szmulewski could testify to that. He had been the only block commander who
had opposed the beating of his men in their work details. Even the Czechs had
said that his block was the only one from which complaints about the fair dis-
tribution of milk, jam, and other food had not been received by the kitchen.
He had, he said, also managed to persuade those of his Polish and Russian
contacts who received packages to give up lard, bread, and supplementary ra-
tions so that they could be given to Jews. In the summer of 1943 his operation
to steal straw to stuff the mattresses of his prisoners was uncovered. Luckily,
the camp commander had reacted leniently. Several times a camp doctor had
held up to other block commanders the commendable physical condition of
the men from his block.?’

Given that he stood accused of having broken, of having behaved with
cowardice, of having been solicitous only of his own life, he wished to list
cases “that were fairly well known in the camp and which it would be hard to
believe that I invented”:

In August 1942 young German kapos forcibly removed the shoes from Dutch
Jews in Block 9. He tried to prevent this and was beaten and was taken to the
latrines to be hanged. Russian prisoners who worked there intervened and
prevented his hanging.

In September 1942, at a selection of Muselmdnner in Block 13 when he was
assistant clerk there, he permitted some of them to escape.®® He was beaten by
an ss soldier and barely managed to avoid having a charge filed against him.
In September 1942 he had saved these same Muselmdnner from death when

he initiated the establishment of a Kommando to construct paths in the camp.
He inflated the extent of the work by including unnecessary tasks (“Pits we
dug lasted until the summer of 1943 and turned into pools in the winter”).
This continued until the group was certified as “fit for work,” thus saving its
members.

In November 1942 he lodged a complaint at the infirmary about murders being
committed in the Weichsel Kommando. The carnage ended, and several kapos
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were punished. Someone informed on him for having lodged the complaint. For
a week the kapos tracked him, seeking revenge.

And there were other such incidents in which he had saved lives, he
claimed.

He rejected the charge that he had sent people to the gas chambers, which
he termed “a bald-faced slander.” He had not treated Muselmdnner inhu-
manely, and there was no basis for the charge that he thought they were not
worth saving. “In the case of comrades my position was that we should al-
ways try to save them, up until their final seconds,” he claimed. And others?
“I thought that we needed to direct our efforts, and the means at our disposal
were never sufficient, to get the best possible results. It was more logical to
help the healthy, so that they would not become Muselminner. I advocated
caring first for the young.”

The accusations regarding sick prisoners were also painful. He had fre-
quently isolated those with infectious diseases and had them cared for in the
block. Looking back, he was convinced that he had acted correctly. In this way
he had curtailed the typhus epidemic that broke out in the block on May 20,
1943. Yet his policy had produced the slander that he had not helped Kirszen-
baum. The comrades in Paris knew the truth very well. He felt, he said, “awful
revulsion” against those who were leveling this charge at him.

He enumerated all the times he had been presented with opportunities to
take on an easier post. Yet he had always preferred the general good and had
acceded to his associates’ requests that he take on positions of responsibility.
These easier jobs that he had rejected, which had not so far been mentioned
in the proceeding, had included serving as an “assistant to a jurist who knew
languages in Auschwitz’s political department. That offer had come in Febru-
ary or March 1943, and although he was a lawyer and knew languages, he had
refused.

His revilers, he charged, were even using his bout with typhus against
him, asking how it was that he had remained in the block. Their question, he
said, was “Why didn’t I die?” To which they supplied an answer — that “I must
have been a member of the ss team.” But he was not the only prisoner to have
been kept in the block with typhus. Blass had been as well. That was the rule
regarding all members of the party and others close to it. He had never hid-
den the fact that Block Commander Konczal had given him special treatment
and let him remain in the block — luckily for him. “The ss didn't even know I
existed,” he declared.

There was no hiding his profound disagreement with his party comrades
about Poland’s future. “On this subject,” Eliezer wrote, “I was at first entirely
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alone.” Most of his Jewish friends maintained, as the Russians did, that Poland
should become part of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, and conducted
their propaganda in accordance with this view. This was a double error,
Eliezer maintained. It was not the right solution for Poland, and taking such a
position would also divide them from the rest of the Poles in the camp. In any
case, it became a moot point following Stalin’s declaration regarding Poland’s
future.®” Stalin proved him right, but this did not end the charges regarding
his “nationalism” and deviation from the party line. The same was true of his
advocacy of Polish patriotism and his invocation of Polish heritage. These
were perceived as deviations, and “comrades condemned me for this and
called me a fanatic.” The anti-Polish tone of the Jews increased when Polish
right-wing groups like the ax sought to eject Jews from desirable positions
and work details. When that happened, his position was considered even
more out of line. The divisions within the Paris group regarding their vision
of the future also derived from a lack of knowledge regarding the position of
the Polish government-in-exile, of the Soviet-aligned Polish Left, and of the
military and paramilitary underground movements active on Polish territory.
There was also competition for resources, real and imaginary fears, and all
this in the framework of a diabolical system that was designed to set people
against each other. Eliezer did his best to explain to the investigators the way
in which ideological and political tensions had affected how witnesses de-
picted his actions in the camp.*®

What, then, lay at the root of the “insistence on accusing me, the course of
the laying the blame on me, and this in unison by everyone here in Paris?” He
offered three reasons.

First, he said, it was a direct result of his position in Block 9. Among other
things, accusers based their charges on unavoidable mistakes he had made,
and in particular by “exaggerating certain incidents beyond all proportion.”

Second, many people thought that he should have focused only on the good
of the Jews. His contacts with non-Jews and his friendships with Poles and
Russians were perceived as the warped behavior of “someone with mental
retardation.”

Third, some of his accusers had been sent from Birkenau to other camps.
But their initial months in Block 9 had been a seminal experience for them,
the place where they “broke and sank into depression.” Those who had been
with him only in those early months had not seen what happened in the
time that followed. This was evident from information he had received, ac-
cording to which most of the comrades who had come out against him had
spent only a few weeks at Birkenau. Unfortunately, they were joined, when
he returned to Paris, by people “who were in Birkenau the whole time and
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who up until my trip [to Paris at the party’s behest] had a different opinion
of me.”

He regretted that none of his comrades had come out against his slanderers
and did not declare that no charges should be filed against him. He was disap-
pointed that none of them had acted to snuff out, from the start, the “atmo-
sphere in which anyone who was ever in contact with me at the camp is madly
seeking accusations so as not to be seen as my partner. Everyone who comes
to me with regard to opinions on my matter searches for something bad to say
about me.” These included people for whom this was a way of papering over
“their political inaction and their defection from positions of responsibility in
1942 and 1943.” Perhaps they wanted to deflect fire from themselves to him.*

He summed up by enumerating the seven principles that stood behind his
actions during the four years he spent in the camps. He did so “taking a criti-
cal approach,” he wrote. His conclusions were as follows:

In Beaune-la-Rolande he had acted impeccably. Even in cases in which he
disagreed with party policy he had accepted it — even though his position was
later shown to have been correct.

He was not at all sure if his decision in 1942 to take on positions of
responsibility had been the correct one. But in doing so he carried out the
policy of those who asked him to do so, and did so in a complex situation and
under unusual conditions. The more senior posts that he took on in 1943 were
entrusted to him on the basis of the work he had done in 1942. Whatever the
results, desirable or not, they were the products of that policy. The criteria for
appointing people to such positions ought to be investigated, he suggested —
perhaps it would have been better to choose someone “less famous.”

The bottom line was that he had acted in the only way possible. He had made
mistakes, but he had not broken at any point, nor had he evinced cowardice. He
should, in retrospect, have tried harder to convince his comrades of the logic of
his way of thinking, he wrote.

The sum total of his political work, along with sabotage operations and escape
plans, was not great. But the extent of this activity was dictated by the objective
difficulty in establishing and maintaining contacts in the camp, the heavy
workload, and the variety of issues that had to be seen to in the block. He
himself had little control over that.

He acknowledged that he bore more heavy responsibility for not having, in 1943,
established a central leadership at Birkenau. Yet, despite this, the sum total of
his routine and political work in the camp had been better than those of his
comrades at Birkenau.

He noted that none of the accusations against him related to his period at
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Jawischowitz and Buchenwald. Despite the relatively better conditions at
Jawischowitz, however, he had been unsuccessful in establishing contact

with the resistance outside the camp and in planning and executing escape
operations. Here, he acknowledged, he had not done everything he should have
done and could reasonably be criticized.

He may well have made mistakes during these four years, he wrote, but he

had never lost his confidence in the ultimate victory of the war against Hitler.
He had never stopped thinking about the imperative of fighting the enemy, and

had never placed his personal comfort and safety above his duty.

A large part of his letter was devoted to the breakouts he had attempted
to organize. He viewed these as the apex of his activity in the camps and had
never let off trying to plan and carry out such operations. These efforts began
with a disaster, the escape of the Russians and the murder of the Sonderkom-
mando rebels, that caused him to sink into depression. His comrades thought
he had broken and assumed that he had lost faith in victory. He had asked to be
relieved of his responsibilities and to be left alone, to get out of the public eye
and devote himself to coping with the pressures of life in the camp. Dymanski
and others persuaded him to resume his leadership position. He did so and
tried to establish contact with the Russians and Poles. It quite naturally took
time to build confidence between these groups and to get them to cooperate.
He had established contact with Jagelo, the leader of the pps group at Aus-
chwitz, and tried to establish contact with forces outside the camp through
Franz Kejman and others. At about this time he also began cooperating with
Szmulewski, one of the leaders of the underground.

As early as the spring of 1943 he had advocated establishing an overarching
underground chain of command for all the members working in the same
work detail or living in the same blocks. He fostered some of the contacts
himself — between Alexander and Furmanski, and between a member from
Plonsk and Dima of the Russian group. Many members of the Paris group
knew about this —he had been in regular contact with at least ten of them.
Most of them preferred to focus on providing material aid to prisoners and
were divided with regard to the importance of pursuing connections outside
their own circle, escape plans, and whether the Poles could be trusted. But
these had been differences of opinion on policy, not personal feuds. He later
discovered that a party organization had been set up at Birkenau. He had not
belonged to it, but he provided it with important services throughout this
period. Some accused him of not joining that framework because he did not
want to be part of the organization. Others claimed he was considered un-
trustworthy. He had already refuted those charges. He asked whether Blass,
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Suttor, Iwanow, Miciol, and others would have maintained contact with
him —and through him with the Paris cell —if he had not been considered
trustworthy.

His response to those who doubted his contribution was that his activities
“during that period [should have] won him a commendation and having his
name included in the annals of the 20 most heroic and historic operations in

the war against Hitlerism at Birkenau.”**

In September 1945 the Polish Communist Party’s commission of inquiry
concluded its investigation, issuing a dry report of its findings (the docu-
ment’s grammar and style are unpolished; the translation here reflects the
inconsistencies of the original):

REPORT ON BERGER

On the basis of the attached testimonies as well as Berger’s statement, guilt on
the following points can be determined:

1. During the period prior to Stalingrad — the creation of panic. In a lecture
he gave in Beaune-la-Rolande he spoke of a possible defeat of the Soviet Union,
Furmanski’s statement attached. Refused Warszawski’s request to organize the
party at Birkenau. In this regard, the party’s attitude toward him was negative
(Mink). Said that “No one will get out of here” (Alexander). There can be no
doubt that hundreds of our best comrades fell in Birkenau as a result of this sort
of spirit of solidarity and the moral “courage” displayed by Gruenbaum. “He pro-
duced the worst sort of panic” (Alexander).

Murders

2. Brutality (1942-43): “In several cases I beat people without good reason”
(Berger testimony). “Dr. Niedzwiedz [Nedvéd] was beaten by me when I did not
know him and did not know who he was” (Berger testimony). “Gruenbaum is
directly responsible for the deaths of hundreds of people, with a club.” Sent peo-
ple to the gas when he could have saved them. Ordered that food be distributed
outside, thus causing deaths. The mortality rate in his block was like that in the
criminal block” (Marceau). “Beat unnecessarily, once kicked an old man in the
belly when he asked to receive an additional portion of soup. The man died a few
hours later. He collected the items left by the dead and made commercial use of
them” (Laks).

“Berger displayed leniency toward the crimes of his deputy Frank, a true hang-
man of prisoners, who put prisoners through ‘athletic’ routines (Szmulewski)
and rebuffed people’s requests for help” (Mink).

In response to the accusation in the camp that Gruenbaum had killed many
comrades with his own hand, he declared to me that “he had not intervened in
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many murders, because they involved people who could have been murderers or
informers” (Alexander).

Beat people viciously, an act that induced hundreds of deaths.

Czechs lodged complaints against him. In Buchenwald the Czechs brought
him to trial, accusing him of beatings that on one case caused death, of stealing
from prisoners. These charges were proved in the trial (Napieracz).

3. Jewish antisemitism. “Thousands of Jews have kicked the bucket, so what —
less black market.” He mocked Jews in front of Polish fascists and criminals and
spread antisemitic propaganda. He jeered Jews who prayed as they were led to
their deaths (Mink).

4. He always carried out the orders of the ss (Wilner). Even though he testified
to frequent clashes with the Germans, the fact that he was a block commander
(according to the statement he wrote) confirms the opinion of his accusers that
he carefully carried out the Germans’ orders.

5. At Buchenwald in 1945, thanks to the personal intervention of Napieracz and
Rutkowski (and without the party’s intervention, as Berger claims in his letter of
July 21), who knew him from party work, the party took care of him.

[The following is a handwritten addition signed by Napieracz] Following
the accusations of beating Czech comrades, Berger was relieved of his post as
inspector.”®

The “party conclusions” —in other words, the verdict— state that “the
commission, after examining documents regarding Gruenbaum’s unbefitting
behavior, has concluded that he placed himself outside the party framework,
and can never return to it.”

A handwritten note was appended to the decision: “Beyond this, we note
that he was banished [from the party] during nearly his entire time in France.
[The banishment] was connected to his personal collapse during his incar-
ceration in £8dz (Poland). Toward the end of 1937 or at the beginning of 1938
Berger was in the party for a short period. After that he was banished again,
because his case had not been concluded.” What was meant by his “collapse”
in £6dZ? Had he collapsed, why had his Communist comrades accepted him in
Lancicia? How could he have been so active in Paris? How had he set out for
France with Kaminski’s group? The judges offered no explanation.

Had Eliezer not told the truth about anything? Were his scores of pages of
testimony, his plethora of claims and the piercing questions he put to the wit-
nesses, all fabrications? Did none of the issues he raised justify his acquittal
on at least some of the counts against him?
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Paris,

June 1945~

May 1946

ELIEZER ARRIVED IN PARIS at the beginning of June 1945 as an
emissary of the Polish Communist Party, tasked with promoting the party’s
vision of a new Poland. He was just one of the displaced persons who streamed
into the country after the war — les déportés, as the French called them in ad-
miration, compassion, and fear. Tens of thousands of déportés found their way
into France in the period between the end of 1944 and the end of the war, peo-
ple seeking to return to what they saw as their homes in France.

Some of them were resistance fighters that the Gestapo and its accessories
in the Vichy regime had arrested and sent to concentration camps. Others had
been deported by the Vichy government in 1943 to be slave laborers, and still
others had been prisoners of war who had been captured in the French defeat
in 1940 and who had been held in any of a variety of locations at the whim of
the Third Reich. Still others were Jews or members of other minority groups
who had been sent for extermination but who had managed somehow to sur-
vive. Like other countries, France had difficulty absorbing wave after wave
of returnees. It had the best of intentions, but the aid agencies set up by the
Allied command could not keep pace with ever-increasing needs.

At the end of World War I, France had desperately needed working hands
to rehabilitate its economy. But this time around most of the returnees con-
stituted a heavy economic and social burden. The presence of these gaunt
and traumatized refugees challenged the French to live up to the principles
of liberty, equality, and fraternity that were so central to their pride and na-
tional identity. Returning citizens were one thing, but by the summer of 1945
there were more than one hundred thousand déportés of forty-seven nation-
alities on French soil. Only a handful of those who had been deported during
the war because of their religion or foreign nationality returned. More than
77,000 of the 350,000 Jews living in France on the eve of the war had been
murdered.! Furthermore, there were internal refugees, people who had been
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forced by the war to leave their homes in one part of the country and flee to
another.?

Coping with the refugees required French society to take up the complex
challenge of addressing its recent past and of probing still-open wounds.
What was to be done with the Vichy regime’s officials and supporters? What
about those who had served in the “French Gestapo”? What about informers,
collaborators, and other traitors to the Free French cause?

Many were charged with treason and brought to trial, most famously
Vichy leaders such as Marshal Pétain and Pierre Laval. Their photographs
were pasted up on walls and appeared daily on the front pages of the news-
papers, and their names were heard endlessly on the radio. The same desire
to take revenge against traitors led to accusations against Eliezer and others
who had served as concentration camp officials. The air in Paris was dense
with charges of betrayal.®

Most treason charges were based on article 75 of the French criminal code,
which was devoted to “collaboration with the enemy.” Some critics warned
that the proceedings were summary and that in many cases former resistance
fighters and relatives of déportés served as jurors. Some maintained that the
special courts of justice that had been set up to handle these cases were acting
just like the Vichy government’s special courts. Under the circumstances, as
one of de Gaulle’s associates wrote, “it was not possible to do justice in peace
and quiet.” But the provisional government had to take action, because other-
wise citizens would take the law into their own hands and set up revolution-
ary courts — as had had already occurred when rioters broke into prisons in
Dinan and Cusset and carried out lynchings against alleged collaborators. The
authorities would quickly lose control.*

Pétain’s trial opened on July 23, 1945. Following the presiding judge’s open-
ing words, Pétain read out a statement in which he claimed that all he had
done had been in France’s interests. He was not guilty, he said, and the court
did not represent the people. If it convicted him, the jurors and judges would
face God’s judgment in the future. Pétain was convicted and sentenced to
death. The jurors recommended mercy. Pétain was imprisoned on the island
of Yeu, where he died in 1951.°

The situation opened a window of opportunity for France’s Communist
Party, which had many Jews, as well as prominent artists and intellectuals,
in its ranks. The party and its members had played a prominent role in the
country’s liberation, acting as a proxy of the victorious Red Army and a major
combat force within the resistance. Its members were thus undisputed heroes
in France. All this made it one of the most significant political organizations
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in postwar France. The opportunity that this presented was not lost on the
party. Perhaps it could even govern France.

The party’s power derived from its control of economic, industrial, and
commercial concerns, real estate, the publishing industry, and newspapers.®
Conscious of the esteem in which it and its heroes were held by the public,
the party had campaigned energetically to have Pétain brought to trial and
had advocated the death penalty for him and other traitors. It also sought to
have its new heroes acknowledged and memorialized. It pushed to have its
intellectuals admitted to the Académie francaise, the conservative scholarly
institution that had supported Pétain, and to have members appointed to ad-
ministrative positions in the civil service and as officers in the army.

All this was choreographed by the party’s chief, Maurice Thorez, the tal-
ented son of a mining family. At this time he pursued a pragmatic line, allying
himself with de Gaulle and serving in his provisional government. On July 21,
1945, he surprised his followers by declaring publicly that the time had come
to end the witch hunts against collaborators and that there had been too many
strikes of late.” Such accommodation did not sit well with everyone — some
members were disappointed that the war of liberation had not brought on a
Communist revolution. Thorez’s pragmatism, as evidenced by his acceptance
of de Gaulle’s positions that workers had to increase production before they
could get higher wages, and that the army had to be strengthened, alienated
some of the party’s supporters in Paris’s proletarian Red Belt. But that loss of
support was countervailed to some extent by the fact that many intellectuals
were declaring themselves Communists.

One of the pcrF’s major problems was that, in 1945, it based a large part
of its propaganda on the Red Army’s heroism. But prisoners of war and de-
portees returning to France told horrifying stories of the rape, plunder, and
murder to which they were eyewitnesses in Soviet-occupied Germany. The
party leadership reacted angrily to the stories as they spread through France.
PCF posters censured the “cynical Hitlerist scoundrels” who had infiltrated
France to slander “the soldiers of the magnificent Red Army, who saved the
civilized world from the Nazi legions.”®

Given the pPcF’s strategy of contrasting itself with the Vichy regime and
positioning itself as a party that could take the reins of government, the last
thing it needed were members who had blood on their hands and who stood
accused of collaboration. It was no time to make fine distinctions. Eliezer and
others like him were liabilities. They could drag the party down with them.

For Eliezer the turning point came in August 1945. Although Bronke Gur-
finkel was waiting for him when he returned to Paris, he did not move in
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with her. She helped him in his efforts to readjust, but they soon parted. They
had been separated since he left for Spain, but the rumors that Bronke must
certainly have heard from her party comrades, some of whom had been key
activists in the women’s underground at Auschwitz-Birkenau, may well have
had something to do with it. She returned to Poland. “We both keep beautiful
memories from the past in our hearts, and I retain feelings of gratitude, but
we no longer found within us a desire to become close again,” Eliezer wrote
to his mother. Miriam was disappointed. She had hoped that he would settle
down and start a family, and that doing so might moderate him and draw him
away from subversive activity. Her husband, Yitzhak, consoled her: “But you
know him, my little kitten. It won’t be long before he finds another female.”
The most important thing, Eliezer’s father said, was that “the nightmare of
his past in Auschwitz should stop afflicting him — and us.”®

Isolated now that his former friends were keeping a distance from him,
and troubled by the investigation being conducted by his party, Eliezer still
tried to carry out his mission — to persuade Polish Jewish survivors “to return
to a homeland wiped clean of antisemitism and desperately in need of people
prepared to build a new life, a life of socialism and social justice.” This was
the message contained in the pamphlets he always took with him when he
descended from his rented apartment. But not all the Jewish immigrants in
Paris shared his vision of a new Poland. Even the staunch Communists saw
their future in Paris.'® Some in the Polish party saw this reluctance to return
to Poland as subversion.

One day he took the text of a pamphlet he had written to the printer and
then went to a small café that served as a hangout for veterans of the Spanish
Civil War. He had set up a meeting with a Spanish anarchist who was inter-
ested in hearing more about the new regime in Poland. But before he reached
his destination, passersby began shouting: “Arrest him! Arrest him! Here’s
the murderer from Auschwitz!” Someone grabbed him, and before he knew it
he was surrounded. “Leave me alone! You're mistaken!” he cried, to no avail.
“It’s him — the monster from Block 9 at Auschwitz!” shouted one of the men
gripping him. Such furious attacks on suspected Nazi collaborators were not
at all uncommon in those days. As usual, the police appeared and put out the
fire before it got out of control. An official arrest warrant was issued against
Eliezer the very next day. The witnesses told the policemen and judge that
Eliezer had been “the head of the Birkenau death camp.”*!

Two of the witnesses were a twenty-eight-year-old student, Jacques Gebet,
and his neighbor Eliahu Pakin, a thirty-seven-year-old tailor. The two men
claimed to have encountered Eliezer in Birkenau. Pakin, scion of a family
of Communist activists, said he had accounts to settle with Eliezer. Eliezer’s
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brother Yonatan would later claim that the encounter in the street had not
been a coincidence. He maintained that, after hearing that Eliezer had re-
turned to Paris, the two men hunted him down. When they found him, they
laid an ambush, called the police, and turned him in."

The French investigation of the charges against Eliezer would last eight
months. This time it was an official, systematic, and transparent inquest, with
prosecution and defense and presided over by an investigating magistrate.
Eliezer’s case was one of dozens of similar ones, of varying levels of drama.
Some French citizens were critical of the authorities for what they said was a
tendency to try to finish off such proceedings as quickly as possible, but other
citizens were eager to get them over with. Nevertheless, Eliezer, his attorney,
and his family and supporters were allowed to take all measures they needed
to respond to the accusations. This time the witnesses could not evade giving
answers to questions posed by the defense. Furthermore, his family, led by his
father, were permitted to seek out and call in defense witnesses to counter
what Eliezer and some of his associates believed was pressure from the Polish
and French Communist parties. Eliezer believed that, in the Polish inquiry,
the party had deliberately not called up witnesses who would have testified
in his favor.

In the summer of 1945, Yitzhak Gruenbaum was serving as the permanent
vice chairman of the Zionist Executive. He was a leader of the General Zionist
Party and chairman of the Rescue Committee for European Jewry. In this ca-
pacity he arrived in London to attend the first postwar Zionist Congress. The
congress’s aims included laying out the Zionist movement’s postwar program;
considering the parameters of the diplomatic struggle against Britain’s so-
called White Paper policy limiting Jewish immigration to Palestine; choosing
a new Jewish Agency Executive; discussing and coming to a resolution on a
new line of action regarding the impending postwar political settlement; re-
newing the ties that had been severed during the war between the Yishuv and
Jewish communities in Europe; meeting Holocaust survivor representatives;
crafting an agenda for dealing with the survivors; and discussing the Briha
illegal immigration campaign. It was the first opportunity for the most senior
Yishuv leadership to meet with Zionist leaders from the lands that had been
conquered by the Nazis during the war.'®

Just as the elder Gruenbaum was listening to some of the leading Jewish
anti-Nazi partisan fighters tell him what happened to Poland’s Jews during the
war, a telegram from his friend Marc Jarblum, who was in Paris, was placed
before him, informing him of his son’s arrest. Jarblum’s cable said “there’s no
cause for concern,” but Yitzhak, understandably distressed, decided to cut
short his visit to London. He would go to Paris, meet his son, confront the
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charges that he hoped were not true, and plan out his next steps. “The bottom
line is that Eliezer is my son,” he explained. He reached Paris during the first
week of September 1945 and took a hotel room near the local Jewish Agency
offices, then a busy outpost of Zionist activism.

The first meeting between father and son took place in the prison and lasted
all night. Further meetings were limited to once a week, in keeping with the
prison’s rules. Eliezer convinced his father that he was innocent, Yitzhak later
recounted in an article he published in the 1960s, and he wrote to his wife and
two other sons to tell them this. What convinced Yitzhak was Eliezer’s “tragic
confession. He did not hide a thing from me. . . . I listened to his confession in
enormous pain, sorrow, and great compassion. I did not hide this from him. I
told him, ‘How could you raise your rod against Jews? Are you not my son?’ ”**
Eliezer told him that when they arrived in Birkenau from Beaune-la-Rolande,
they were herded into a block ruled by “a huge Pole, a criminal prisoner.” His
friends asked him to persuade the Pole to appoint him, Eliezer, as his deputy,
so that the Pole “could rest more and would not have to get upset.” Eliezer
said he got on the Pole’s good side with the help of his excellent command of
colloquial Polish, which he used to tell him racy stories about Paris life. But
then his friends were transferred to other blocks, and Eliezer found himself
with people he did not know, who had not chosen him as their leader, and who
did not understand how the son of a Jewish leader from Poland could have
struck up a friendship with a brutal, ignorant, and violent gentile murderer.
Relations with the other prisoners had degenerated, and they became hostile
to him."

Yonatan later wrote that his father received the impression that Eliezer
had suffered for being his son. Hundreds of Jews had done worse things but
had not been pursued, as Eliezer had been, after liberation. Yet “a kapo who is
a well-known Communist and the son of Gruenbaum is a sensation. Everyone
talks about him.” But they don’t talk about what he did but rather about what
they thought he did, Yonatan wrote. Those who hear the stories elaborate
them, and suddenly the public is certain he is a traitor.

The father took comfort in the fact that most of the accusations against
his son, and the hostility against him, could be attributed largely not to his
actions but to his name.'® Yitzhak summed up the situation in a letter to his
wife: “He told me everything. I believe that he did not do anything bad, but
the things look otherwise. Only Jews are accusing him. They cannot forgive
him for many things, especially for having grown distant from them and for
not having followed in his father’s footsteps. That’s what one of the prisoners
said. He has problems with his friends. They conducted some sort of inquiry

»17

and decided to expel him.
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Eliezer presented the same picture to his mother: “I know that I was ox.
I have the moral right to defend myself and fight for my honor. . . . I do not
know if I will win at this stage . . . but I am sure that I will win sooner or
later.”*®

To provide Eliezer with every means of defense permitted to him by
French law, it was necessary to hire an attorney who could conduct his case
professionally, wisely, and fearlessly. Eliezer, his family, and those who sup-
ported him settled on André Ballot, a forty-two-year-old lawyer who also held
degrees in political science and German linguistics and literature. His disser-
tation on the Weimar constitution and his other academic achievements won
him a citation for excellence. After completing his studies he had served for
two years as a lawyer in the French army. He won a Croix de Guerre medal for
outstanding service."

The charges contained in Eliezer’s file — case 56-37-SN.P].SE.4—were heard
before Inspectors Vézard Emilien and Renaud and Investigating Magistrate
Maurice in Paris’s de la Seine courthouse.?® They took evidence in September,
and the first cross-examination was held on October 9. The witnesses who
took part were Jacques Gebet, Zylberstein, Isaac Loberstein, and Eliahu Pakin.
The four of them first presented their stories. “I was arrested in 1941 in Paris,
at the same time as Gruenbaum,” Gebet declared. “I escaped and was recap-
tured in 1942.” In 1943 in Birkenau he heard that Eliezer was “the worst block
chief, who mistreated prisoners to the point of causing the deaths of some
of them.” He provided the names of witnesses to these deeds.* Zylberstein,
thirty-seven years old, had not been in Eliezer’s block, but heard prisoners
talking about him. This witness said that Eliezer “inflicted real terror on his
fellows, many died of the blows he dealt them. One day I asked him for bread
and he refused to give me any. He said that the Jews had come here to die.”*

Isaac Loberstein made serious accusations. “Gruenbaum was the chief of
Block 9, where I was,” he testified. “He was very evil. Inflicted terror. He had
950 men under his thumb. When I arrived I spoke to him in Yiddish. He dis-
played displeasure and beat me with a stick. The prisoners went out to work
at 3:30 in the morning, and to spur them on he beat them with a pickax han-
dle. Some, the sick and tired, couldn’t go out and remained in the camp. In
the evening we found them dead from his beatings. Gruenbaum mocked us:
‘What good will it do you to eat, you don’t have more than half an hour to live
anyway.

“My son was in a neighboring block and tried several times to come see me,”
Loberstein continued. “He [Eliezer] beat him with his stick and my son died
from the blows he received from Gruenbaum and others. My son wept out-
side the window and pleaded to be allowed to see me. He continued to refuse.”
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Loberstein said that Gruenbaum always walked around with a stick. When
they returned from work there were many bodies in the block. “Gruenbaum
killed them. The Germans told him that he had to beat us, but not to death but
so that people would fear him, he killed a lot. Every day was like that.”*®

Pakin’s testimony was more detailed. Gruenbaum, he related, had been
among those who received him in September 1942 and had tattooed his
number on his arm. “When I told him he was hurting me, he slapped me and
struck me with his hand and foot,” Pakin said, adding that the ss appointed
Eliezer chief of Block 9 as a reward for his services. He habitually beat people,
Pakin recalled, “with a large stick. He caused the death of many Jews.” Pakin
said he knew two of these victims. When Sawek Kirszenbaum, Gruenbaum’s
friend, was sick and pleaded to be allowed to remain in the block, “I myself
intervened,” but Eliezer sent Kirszenbaum out to his work detail anyway.
Kirszenbaum returned even sicker and Gruenbaum sent him to Block 7, the
“antechamber to the crematoria and the gas chambers.” At the beginning of
1943, the ss told the block chiefs to prepare lists of prisoners who could not
work so that they could be sent to the gas chambers. Gruenbaum immediately
complied, and himself selected prisoners for death a few times a week; “About
a hundred went to their deaths after he sent them,” Pakin maintained.?*

At this point Magistrate Maurice called on Eliezer to respond to the accu-
sations. Eliezer laid out his story in the same way he had in the past, respond-
ing as well specifically to the new issues that had been raised. He categorically
denied Pakin’s accusation that he, Eliezer, had tattooed him. The tattoos were
done at a different location by a special team. He also denied that he had des-
ignated prisoners for the gas chambers and that prisoners had died as a result
of his beatings. The ss had not appointed him block chief —that had been
done by a criminal prisoner who served in the camp’s self-governing appa-
ratus. “Had I turned down the position I would have suffered consequences,”
Eliezer asserted. But he added that “we had an interest in accepting that post
in order to improve the lives of the prisoners.”

Here Ballot stopped him and asked him to repeat what he had just said —
that he had assumed the post of block chief because it had been in the “gen-
eral interest,” a way of improving the prisoners’ lives. Eliezer then offered
a detailed account of his service in one capacity after another until libera-
tion. Before he completed this survey of his time at Auschwitz-Birkenau-
Jawischowitz and Buchenwald, Ballot asked him to tell the court about the
incidents in which his accusers claimed he had acted criminally.>®

The investigating magistrate now commenced his cross-examination of
both Eliezer and his accusers. Eliezer once again denied Pakin’s charges, but
Pakin stuck to his story. “Gruenbaum was the one who tattooed and beat me,”
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he insisted. “My number in the camp was 613368, as you can see on my fore-
arm. Pinkiert, whom Gruenbaum designated for the gas chambers, bore the
number 613369. . . . [ was sick in Block 7 when Pinkiert was designated for the
gas chambers. . . . These events happened in 1943.”%¢ Pinkiert was, Pakin said,
the second of the two men he knew who had been killed by Eliezer.

Eliezer responded: “In 1942 I was in Block 9 with Pinkiert. In 1943 he was
no longer in my block and I could not have designated him for the gas cham-
bers.” Pakin lamely responded that “as secretary to the block chief he helped
his boss.” Zylberstein also stuck to his account. He had heard from a friend
that Gruenbaum “beat them and would not listen, not to the French and not
to the Jews, just to the Poles and the Germans.” But he said that he personally
“had never seen Gruenbaum beat anyone or send anyone to the gas chambers,
because he was not in his block.”*’

The judge also cross-examined Gebet, who likewise stuck to his story —
Gruenbaum’s declaration regarding his appointment was a lie, the witness
said. “They did not ask Jewish prisoners to choose their leaders. It was a gang
of Polish and German convicts, criminal prisoners, chosen by the ss, and they
kept order.” Gebet declared that he himself would never have taken on him-
self “to work with a man like that. When the criminal told Gruenbaum to kill
people, he did not refuse, so that he wouldn’t be killed.”*®

Ballot zeroed in on the question of Eliezer’s appointment, and Gebet re-
treated. “I don’t know what the circumstances of his appointment were . . .
because I was not in his camp, I can speak about him only on the basis of hear-
say,” the witness said. “In any case, it wasn't the Jews who appointed him, but
rather maybe Ludwig the murderer.” Zylberstein came to his aid, calling out:
“I was with Gruenbaum, I stand behind everything I said.”

Eliezer again rejected the testimony against him. “With regard to the ap-
pointment, I stand behind my account,” he said. He pointed out that Zylber-
stein had not made the charge he was now making in his testimony to the
police. It was all new. He had known Zylberstein in the camp, but did not
remember ever beating him. Furthermore, “Sawek died of dysentery and not
in the gas chambers. His body was brought to the morgue by some ten of his
friends. When he arrived in the camp I helped him and gave him food.”

“Not true!” Pakin shouted. “That’s a lie. I was Sawek’s best friend, and
he [Sawek] did not want to talk to Gruenbaum, because he had changed his
spots. I asked him to leave Sawek [in the block] because he was sick. But he
refused and sent him to work. He was [then] in Block 7, and from there he was
sent to the gas chambers.”

Eliezer responded: “Every evening I passed on bread to Sawek and his
friends, and I looked for better work for Sawek and his friends, I was not the
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one who sent him to [that] Kommando. I spoke with the foreman so that he
would not beat them. A doctor who examined him sent him to Block 7, and I
could not do anything for him. I went to intercede for him with the chief of
Block 7, and as a result he was able to stay there without being sent to the gas
chambers, until he died.”

At the end of the interrogation, the judge asked the witnesses whether
they still stood by their claims. They answered in the affirmative, but now
introduced an entirely new claim. “Gruenbaum, who declares himself a Jew-
ish survivor of a concentration camp,” they said, “did not register with the
French Federation of Jewish Concentration Camp Survivors, did not request
a membership card and did not receive compensation, which demonstrates
that he had reason to hide.”*

Following this stage in the proceeding, three more witnesses — Daniel Fin-
kelkraut, Ijziykléar Oléar, and Haim Idel Goldstein — gave testimony during
the first half of October. They were asked about the accusations that had been
made against Eliezer. Inspector Emilien summed up the picture as it stood
after these testimonies. According to Finkelkraut’s testimony, he said, Gruen-
baum had used draconian enforcement methods. He beat prisoners in several
cases. Several witnesses claimed that this was necessary in order to maintain
discipline and hygiene. According to Oléar, Emilien said, forcing the sick to
work saved them from the gas chambers. Others, like Goldstein, argued that
Eliezer abused prisoners even when ss men were not present. “I could not
determine whether Gruenbaum was appointed to decide who would go to the
gas chambers, but this does not seem reasonable to me,” Emilien remarked.
“Likewise, I could not say for certain if the beatings he gave prisoners caused
their deaths. It could well be that they caused serious injury, which later had
fatal consequences.” Emilien stressed that two men who had been summoned
as defense witnesses, Langman and Berneman, had not appeared in court to
testify. One claimed that he was “always traveling,” and the other simply said
that he “cannot accede to our summons.”*® Presumably Langman’s reason for
not testifying was not his travels but his apprehension about testifying in
Eliezer’s favor. Berneman, in all likelihood, did not show up for similar rea-
sons. It may be that Oléar testified because he no longer had anything to lose.

At this point in the proceedings, Eliezer was in the position of benefiting
from the lesser of two evils. Those who had turned him in had admitted that
they had not been in his block and had not personally seen him commit the
crimes he was accused of. Eliezer’s responses presented a much more complex
picture than had been presented by his accusers. This enabled the defense to
demonstrate that there was “something in the air” that was keeping witnesses
from testifying.*
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So as not to leave matters to chance and to try to neutralize the pressures
on witnesses, Eliezer’s father sought out good defense witnesses and to meet
with influential Jewish figures. These included Adam (Avraham) Rayski, a se-
nior correspondent for the Neue Presse. Rayski, originally from Bialystok, had
joined the Polish Communist Party at a young age. In 1932 he moved to Paris
and jointed the pcF. After the fall of France he joined the underground and was
sent to Lyon, where he served as a coordinator. His son and wife had remained
in Paris. From July 1941 to the end of the war he served as secretary of the PcF’s
Jewish Department and was among the party’s Yiddishists. In an interview
conducted for this book, he said that “one day in September 1945, when I came
to the office, I was informed that [Yitzhak] Gruenbaum was waiting for me. The
purpose of his visit was to obtain my assistance in freeing his son, thinking that
the Communist Party could do this! Of course, this was impossible because the
decision on the arrest had been made by the police, who received information
from Jewish prisoners who returned from the camp.” Rayski subsequently
offered more details, saying that Gruenbaum had asked him to use his con-
nections to ensure that Pakin and Gebet would withdraw their testimonies.

Yitzhak Gruenbaum’s approach, Rayski later wrote to the author and his
research assistants, “was that ‘T forget that the person standing before me is
not a political person but, quite simply, a wretched father. I related to him in
detail about the meeting with Henri Bulawko, the responsible person in the
prisoners’ organization, who had been the head of HaShomer haTza'ir. Bu-
lawko reported to me regularly about the situation, because he had frequent
meetings with Y. Gruenbaum, who had been given a room in the French of-
fices of the Jewish Agency.”

Bulawko had not mentioned Eliezer in his memoirs, Rayski added, nor was
he willing to speak about him. Bulawko indeed refused to respond to the au-
thor’s questions, and like others said not a word about Eliezer in his memoirs.*?
Rayski added that Eliezer had been a member of the Kampf organization,
which had been founded in 1933 for Jewish students who had come to Paris
from Poland. But he had left the organization because he objected to its use of
Yiddish.®® Rayski wrote, in response to our question, that “Eliezer was not one
of the volunteers for Spain. He certainly was not in the Botwin Company or
in the Dombrowski Brigade. Had he been there, we would have known about
it.”** But the documents presented to the French court contradicted this claim.
Eliezer appears on a list of volunteers published by independent researchers.
A significant number of fighters in the civil war also testified to his involve-
ment. But none of this convinced Rayski, who refused to retract his claim
even after we sent him the documents that had been presented in court and
reminded him of the testimony of Charles Liblau, an old friend of Eliezer’s,
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and others. Could it be that someone wanted to strip Eliezer of a part of his bi-
ography? Could it be that that desire remains a living force in Paris even today?

Yitzhak Gruenbaum himself sought out Liblau, as the latter related in his
memoirs.* Liblau wrote that he saw a notice in a newsletter put out by for-
mer Auschwitz prisoners about the arrest of a man named Berger; readers
who were acquainted with the story were invited to assist the investigation.
Liblau responded. He met with a police inspector who asked him to relate ev-
erything he knew about Berger. Even though his testimony was “confused,”
Liblau wrote, it included all the information he provides in his memoirs. His
impression was that by the time he spoke to the inspector, a great deal of tes-
timony had already been collected. The inspector, Liblau wrote, even tried to
help him put some order into his “chaotic” story.>® A few days later an elderly
man “with a noble and pleasant face” knocked on his door.

“Am Iin the presence of Mr. Liblau?” he asked in French.

I did not respond to his question and offered him a seat. The stranger sur-
veyed my modest room with his wise gaze and then examined me for a moment.

“Is it true?” he suddenly asked me in Polish, in a broken voice. . . .

Along, tense silence . . . followed that question. The father’s heart guessed the
answer. .. two tears flowed from the corners of his eyes along his impressive and
agonized face.

Liblau’s memoirs continued:

I reminded him of a centuries-old Jewish custom: when a family member dies,
all the mirrors in the house are covered as a sign of mourning. For seven days
the members of the family sit on upturned chairs, and the men wear clothes that
have been cut with scissors. I added that such a learned man, full of understand-
ing of human tribulations, one who had before the war been a shining defender
of the interests of the Jewish community in Poland, who had for so many sym-
bolized human dignity and human rights, ought to expunge forever the memory
of such a son. In any case, I added, justice would soon be done [to Eliezer] for his
crimes and shameful collaboration with the Hiterlist forces in Birkenau.

Another long silence pervaded the room.

“But he’s still my son,” he finally murmured in a voice full of despair and
bitterness.

He left without even having the strength to say goodbye and I never again had
to see this respectable and miserable old man.*’

Liblau’s memoir offers a long account of his acquaintance with Eliezer. He
“always wanted to shine,” to impress people, to lead. “He impressed us, simple
workers with little education,” both with his powers of discernment and ana-
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lytical ability about Polish politics, society, and economics. He attacked amoral
merchants, the petite bourgeoisie from which he had come, and condemned
the Pitsudski regime, which he believed was acting in the interests of Polish
and Vatican reactionary forces. He won over everyone with his willingness
to speak out against his own important and respectable family. For him, the
Soviet Union was a miracle — only that country had succeeded in providing a
democratic solution to the problem of national minorities, while ensuring the
equal rights of all its citizens.

He also, Liblau wrote, analyzed the state of the Polish Communist Party for
them.

He explained the internal rivalry between the “rightist” majority led by Comrade
[Adolf] Warski and the “leftist” minority led by [Julian] Leszczyriski and offered
his judgment of who was leading the party in the right direction. When the trials
of Bolshevik theoreticians and members of the old guard began in Moscow,
Eliezer interpreted the situation for us and offered an effusive account of the
courage, devotion, and loyalty of Stalin and the prosecutor, [Andrey] Vyshinsky,
to the Communist Party, Soviet people, and the interests of the international
proletariat. Thanks to their efforts and leadership, Eliezer said, the forces of
evil would be uprooted. The struggle had to be a merciless one and there was no
room for sentimentality.

Liblau praised Eliezer’s explanations as being “clear, logical, and bold in
expression, and they captivated us.”*® When he was arrested for underground
activity and then sentenced to a long prison term, he gained “the halo of a
martyr,” Liblau recalled. “It seemed to us that he was fated to be the leader of
the party.” But, according to Liblau, he lost interest in Eliezer. Despite Eliezer’s
popularity, Liblau said, he and his friends were sometimes “taken aback by
his arrogance” and his desire to stand out. He hated to lose arguments, and
when he did he turned hostile and resentful. “More than anything else, he
had a passion for being in charge,” Liblau wrote. As a consequence, “he often
seemed repellent to us.”*

Liblau also ended up in Block 9. “How surprised I was when I noticed that
the man with the club in his hand, who ruled over the block’s 700 prisoners,
was Comrade Berger! He bore the official title of Blockschreiber [clerk] and,
along with others, wielded all the powers that the Hitlerist authorities agreed
to place in the hands of prisoners.” Now he was “his majesty the kapo, with
his shaven head, eyes full of hatred, foaming at the mouth, his face dispropor-
tionately long. He constantly waved his club, synonymous with his power in
the camp. When I saw him I was paralyzed with fear; what could I do so that
he would not identify me?  had nowhere to hide.”
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Only a few days later, Liblau wrote, did he begin to comprehend “the full
significance of the hell” he had landed in “and the criminal role played by
Comrade Berger in the assortment of inspectors and kapos who had been en-
listed from among the lowest of the criminals.” During inspections, the pris-
oners of these two blocks stood close by each other and could watch Eliezer.

I was ashamed for him, I felt I was somehow an indirect partner in his actions. It
was as if the mire he wallowed in sprayed on me, too. Nothing remained of the
scornful attitude, which was so evident in his speeches at party meetings. . . .
He groveled in the most humiliating way before his new leaders. To satisfy his
pride, which grew out of his desire to command and rule, he tortured and killed
prisoners who had the bad luck to find themselves under his authority.

Eliezer took advantage of every opportunity to abuse people who were
malnourished and defenseless, according to Liblau. “This creature, lacking in
all morals . . . [who was] naturally weak, became a notorious monster pre-
pared to carry out every cruelty.”*°

Liblau’s account of his encounter with Eliezer’s father has the ring of au-
thenticity. But he was not called as a witness before the investigating mag-
istrate and did not undergo cross-examination. He did not see the nefarious
deeds that he attributed to Eliezer, but rather based his account largely on
hearsay, even those events from Eliezer’s and Liblau’s initial period in Birke-
nau, what Eliezer variously called his black weeks or months.*

If Liblau and Yitzhak Gruenbaum indeed met and had the conversation
that Liblau recounted, it must have been a heavy blow for the father, and not
the first one that he incurred. Despite his sense that things were going less
badly than he originally supposed, he did his best to bring in more witnesses
and support. At the London Congress he met Haika Grossman, a leading
figure in Poland’s HaShomer haTza‘ir movement, and Antek Zuckerman, a
native of Vilna who moved to Poland in 1936 and was a leading member of
the Dror Zionist youth movement. The two of them stopped in Paris on their
way home from London. Grossman later related that Yitzhak asked “that we
testify that it could be that a kapo would have filled the position at the behest
of the underground.” She said that she could not say that in court “because I
had not had such an experience; I had not been in a concentration camp, and
it was Auschwitz, it was horrifying.”** Ballot and the inspectors also collected
testimonies and presented documents that could cast light on the case. Six
more witnesses were summoned.

Léon (Leib) Epstein, forty-two years old, related that he made Eliezer’s
acquaintance at Beaune-la-Rolande. Eliezer’s behavior had been “unexcep-
tionable.” At Birkenau, toward the end of 1942, Epstein was placed in Block o,

146 ||| AJewish Kapo in Auschwitz



where he met Eliezer, whom he described as “chief of the prisoners.” He spent
about three weeks in there before being transferred to Block 2 (or, accord-
ing to another transcription of the testimony, Block 11). Epstein said that he
spoke with Eliezer several times. He had never seen him beat prisoners. He
left Block 9 at the time Gruenbaum came down with typhus. In December 1942
Epstein was sent to Auschwitz and cut off from his friends. Epstein said that
he had never heard of Eliezer killing prisoners or beating anyone to death. It
was only when he returned to Paris the previous May that “I again saw friends
from the camp and heard that he behaved in a reprehensible way.”

“Block 9 was a special block for Jews,” Epstein testified. “The discipline
there was not stricter than in other blocks. I know that there was a shoe repair
workshop there, but I did not remain long enough to become acquainted with
the details. . . . The diet in Block 9 was identical to that in other blocks — very
bad.” He spoke of the language issue as well. “Gruenbaum knew very little
Yiddish,” Epstein recalled, “and I never had an opportunity to hear him speak
that language.”**

When the Communist Party commenced its inquiry, Eliezer had listed Ep-
stein, who then served as secretary of the pcF’s foreign print workers’ section
in Paris, among those who could testify about his actions in the camp. He pre-
pared five questions for Epstein, believing that the answers would support his
innocence. He had hoped that Epstein would tell the inquiry how Eliezer had
hid him in the block to allow him to recover from a beating he had been given
in his work detail. He also wanted Epstein to testify about whether he knew
of the beatings that Eliezer had received from the block commander and what
the circumstances of those beatings had been, and whether the two of them
had remained in contact after Epstein was transferred to another block. Ep-
stein either did not respond to these questions in the Polish inquiry, or his
replies have not survived in the documentation of the trial that has come
down to us. In any case, they would not have changed the party’s decision. In
that proceeding, Eliezer told the judges that he feared that Epstein had been
caught up in the general atmosphere and had changed his opinion of him.**

Finkelkraut was called to testify again. He had arrived in Birkenau along
with Eliezer just prior to July 1942 and had been sent to Block 9. Unlike most
of the witnesses and those who had been involved, he was not a party mem-
ber and thus presumably felt he could speak freely. On the basis of their
acquaintance with Eliezer from Beaune-la-Rolande and with the consent of
other prisoners, he and Freilich had gone to Konczal and proposed that he
give Eliezer a position. Eliezer had not been involved, and not known about it,
and his fellow prisoners had told him about it only after Konczal had agreed.
After Eliezer was transferred to another post in Block 4, Finkelkraut said that
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they had asked him to return, “so as to avert Konczal’s lethal intervention.”
Eliezer, Finkelkraut testified, “acceded to his friends’ proposal, even though
he could have instead taken the role of block clerk without bearing any spe-
cial responsibility.”

Finkelkraut said that Eliezer began using violence against his fellow pris-
oners after being named to the post, “but perhaps he was compelled to carry
out these actions because he was subordinate to Konczal, who was very vio-
lent with us.” He added that Eliezer was himself brutally beaten by Konczal
several times because the block was too noisy and too dirty. But Eliezer had
never tattooed prisoners, he testified. There was a special team that did that.
Furthermore, to the best of his knowledge, Eliezer had never sent anyone to
the gas chambers. Block 9 offered better living conditions than any of the
other blocks, he maintained. Mortality was lower, food rations were relatively
reasonable, and the prisoners there received clean laundry via Russians who
knew Eliezer. The block was heated in the winter, and there was a shoe-repair
workshop. Sometimes it was necessary to slap prisoners, for their own good
and to avert abuse, but that had to be done on a reasonable level. It might well
have been that Eliezer forced sick prisoners to go out to work, but this may
have been to keep them from being sent to the gas chambers. But he did not
remember for sure.

According to Finkelkraut, he had never seen Eliezer ladle out soup or beat
sick prisoners, nor could he name any victims of such abuse. Block 20, where
Eliezer served as block chief after leaving Block 9, had been an isolation block
where there had been no selections for the gas chambers. He did not know if
Eliezer had cooperated with the Russians and Poles in underground activities
against the Germans. Sawek Kirszenbaum, he said, had unquestionably died
because of illness. He knew no one named Loberstein or his son, and had no
idea how the son had died. Gruenbaum, Finkelkraut added, did not speak Yid-
dish fluently.*®

Finkelkraut’s testimony is also important because of the differences
between what he said in his repeat testimony and what he had told the in-
vestigating magistrate two months previously. Then he had said that even
if Eliezer had killed out of necessity, he could have avoided doing so had he
wanted to. He had also accused Eliezer of involvement in killing a Dutch pris-
oner, of having habitually beat prisoners horribly, and of having aimed his
kicks “at the belly or lower.” In his earlier testimony, Finkelkraut had said that
when Eliezer was asked why he beat prisoners, he would say that “all these
people should be killed.” He had been especially cruel toward Jews (and most
of the prisoners, and those who were beaten, were Jews), and in particular to-
ward the elderly, Finkelkraut had testified earlier. In the French proceeding,
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Finkelkraut testified that once appointed to his block post Eliezer had begun
to use violence against his fellow prisoners, but qualified this by saying that
he may have had no choice because he served under Konczal, “who was very
violent with us.” But he made no mention of the brutalities he had cited in his
previous testimony.

During his initial testimony, he had claimed that Kirszenbaum had gone
to Eliezer and asked to be treated for his illness, and that Eliezer had refused.
“Had he wanted to, he could have saved Sawek,” he maintained. But the sec-
ond time around he said unequivocally that “he unquestionably died because
of illness.” At first he had said that Eliezer had done all he could to keep his
position and that he had toadied to the reactionary forces. Now he offered a
full account of how Eliezer had been chosen for the position by his friends.*¢
These were hardly fine details that could be ignored. What had happened
to Finkelkraut in the two months that intervened between the two court
appearances?

David Szmulewski, a central figure in the Communist underground at the
camp, was also summoned to appear before the investigating magistrate.
During the Polish Communist proceeding he had offered very tight, cautious,
and measured testimony, dodging the questions Eliezer had prepared for
him. In France, he offered an altogether different sort of testimony. He told
the magistrate that he had never been in Block 9 and that he thus “did not
know what happened there.” There were block chiefs and prisoner chiefs
(kapos) who had beaten prisoners so as to prevent theft, but he did not know
if Eliezer imposed such measures. Neither did he know if Eliezer had killed
prisoners or designated them for the gas chambers. Sawek had died of typhus,
he maintained, and he had no memory of a man named Pinkiert who had
died at Birkenau. In response to a query from Ballot, Szmulewski said that
Pakin had “indeed experienced a passing attack of insanity, which led to his
transfer from Block 5 to Block 7.” In the previous inquiry, he had stressed that
Eliezer had been “a demoralizing factor” among the members of the groups,
and stressed that Eliezer had evaded cooperation with his comrades in the
underground. Even when Eliezer had placed his contacts at the disposal of his
comrades, Szmulewski had testified then, he sent them to marginal figures
rather than to the really important ones.*” All in all, Szmulewski’s testimony
in Paris was much more favorable to Eliezer than his Polish testimony had
been. Why?

ljziykléar Oléar first testified that he himself had been known as a harsh
and brutal block chief. Then he had established ties with the underground,
and cooperated with the plan to dig an escape tunnel. When someone told the
Nazis, Oléar told the court, he had been interrogated and tortured but had
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not informed on his partners and friends. When he returned to Paris he, like
Eliezer, had been brought up before his comrades, and had also been banned.
Oléar realized that in this regard he and Eliezer were in the same boat.

From time to time he clandestinely visited his friends in Block 9, especially
Gruenbaum, who would give him soup and bread. He had not been a resident
of the block, so he had no way of knowing what the conditions there were. He
could say, however, that the prisoners in Block 9 were not compelled to stand
outside for two or three hours in all weather, at the whim of the block chief.
The block chief did not steal the prisoners’ food and give it to Polish civilians in
exchange for alcohol — the prisoners received their rations. Oléar responded
in the negative to questions about whether Gruenbaum designated prisoners
for the gas chambers and had dealt them mortal blows. He confirmed that, to
the best of his knowledge, prisoners were tattooed by a special team.

“In the concentration camp there were people of all sorts of types,” he re-
marked. There were, he said, evil people who behaved badly and people of bad
will who did things at the expense of other prisoners. For that reason, a block
chief sometimes had to use force. No block chief was innocent of that. Block
discipline had to be very strict, both because the ss was always watching and
because of the urgent need to impose the rules of hygiene.*® Oléar’s testimony
clearly did not accord with the malevolence that Eliezer had been accused of.

Two other witnesses who appeared at this stage were Haim Idel Goldstein,
of Block 8, and Martin Steg, who had spent a short time in Block 9. They told
the court that the conditions in Block 9 were better than average. Goldstein
added that Eliezer had beaten prisoners with a stick even when this was not
called for, but that he did not know whether any of his beatings had been fatal,
nor did he know anything about Eliezer being involved in sending prisoners
to the gas chambers or in tattooing them.

According to Steg, Gruenbaum was a prisoner just like all the other prison-
ers. The first time he heard of Eliezer’s brutality was when he, Steg, returned
to Paris. He did complain, however, that Eliezer had not set aside a room for
prayer services, perhaps because he was a Communist. Steg promised his
questioners that he would convene the board of the prisoners’ organization
“so that the members could learn of the accusations being made against him.
... I'will ask at an assembly if prisoners from Birkenau have grievances re-
garding brutality on his part.” Since Goldstein and Steg had not spent much
time in Block 9, the testimony they could offer was limited, both in Eliezer’s
favor and against him.*® This round of testimony thus left Eliezer, his family,
and his attorney hoping for the best.

Ballot tried to reinforce the defense’s arguments by presenting documents
showing that Eliezer was not the “monster” described to the policemen who
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arrested him and to the judge who ordered his detention. On the contrary,
he was an underground fighter who did all he could, even putting his life on
the line time after time, in the antifascist struggle in which he was no mean
partner. Eliezer’s attorney asked the court for permission to add to the inves-
tigation file a translation, which the Polish consul in Paris confirmed as being
a faithful rendition of the original, of an article that appeared in October 1945
in Pioner, a newspaper in Wroctaw. In it, a former inmate of Buchenwald and a
member of the Polish Workers Party offered an account of underground activ-
ity in the camp. He named Eliezer as a member of the Polish cell’s leadership.

According to the article, the cell’s leaders were Josef Tripola, Henrik
Mikotajczyk from Poznari, Vaclaw Jablonski, Josef Regliszyn, and Leon Gruen-
baum, all of Warsaw.®® If Gruenbaum had indeed sold his soul to the Nazis,
Ballot argued, presumably he would not have been included in the under-
ground leadership. Its members would have been well aware that an informer
in their ranks would have put the lives of many people in danger.

Ballot also submitted a letter from the Association of Spanish Republican
Volunteers, Polish Section, stating that Eliezer Gruenbaum, going under the
name of Leon Berger, had fought in their ranks. Inspector Marchesseaux, one
of the case’s managers for the court, presented the magistrate with a docu-
ment outlining Eliezer’s doings in France. He wrote that “on March 3, 1938
. . . [Eliezer] left France temporarily in order to enlist in the International
Brigades in the service of Republican Spain. . . . At the end of the war he re-
turned to France, as has been confirmed with his exit permit (military ‘pass’)
from the Pyrénées-Orientales department, Saint-Cyprien camp of March
10, 1939, copy attached.” Marchesseaux further noted that Eliezer had been
conscripted for a short while into the Polish army, before it withdrew from
France to Britain.*

Yitzhak Gruenbaum traveled to Brussels, where he considered going on to
Poland to locate other witnesses, to try to counteract what seemed like the Pol-
ish Communist Party’s intention of ostracizing Eliezer, and to use whatever
influence he still had there, as a former Polish political leader, to lobby on his
son’s behalf. In Brussels he met a female acquaintance of his son’s. He related
Eliezer’s story to her, and together they analyzed the situation. She promised
to use her connections to find important witnesses, and help Yitzhak in both
Poland and France. She seems to have carried out her mission successfully,
because several former prisoners contacted the father, asked after his son,
and “told him that there was no basis to any of the accusations and that they
wanted to help.”

Yitzhak returned to Paris at the end of October 1945 in much better spirits.
He told Eliezer about these recent developments, and “Itche, the poor guy,
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was very happy, because he had become accustomed to having his best friends
turn their back on him, people who owed him a great deal.” Yitzhak told his
family and his assistant and friend Apollinary Hartglas that “one of our most
important witnesses” (he may have meant Langman) “who had doubts about
whether to testify, has finally decided to say everything he knows. He spent
two years with Itche, and for a time even shared a bed with him. He knows
everything and can invalidate or explain all the charges.” Langman, Eliezer’s
friend, about forty years old, indeed overcame his misgivings and agreed to
tell what he knew:

Gruenbaum was named room warden by one of the comrades, while he himself
slept. He was transferred to Block 4, but the comrades demanded his return.
Gruenbaum did not tattoo. There was a specialist who did that. Gruenbaum
never once decided which people went to the gas chamber. I don't know that he
killed, but he beat [prisoners] because there were some who got into fights. . . .
He was always okay with me and I do not know anything bad [about him]. Sev-

eral times I asked for bread to help friends and he did not refuse.*

Another development, the father related, was that “a lot of the accusations
have been eliminated. It has turned out that they are without foundation.”
One witness in particular —he did not mention Pakin by name — persisted,
“because he thought that Itche was guilty of the death of his closest friend.”
But when the matter was examined using the medical records from Aus-
chwitz, and the testimony of members of the Polish underground led by Jézef
Cyrankiewicz, which he had managed to obtain, “it turned out that his friend
died of dysentery following on typhus.”

All that remained were accusations “about beatings that once indirectly
caused a death.” Ballot had successfully refuted the testimony of Eliezer’s ac-
cusers during his first cross-examination. “I, too, am now more optimistic,”
the elder Gruenbaum wrote. “If I am able to find a member of the court at
Buchenwald it might be that Itche’s case won't even go to trial.”*® In a letter to
Hartglas he added information about events in Paris, assuming that he would
share the information with other members inside and outside the party and
in so doing rebut the rumors that were rife in the Yishuv. Itche, he wrote, had
taken on “a very difficult and very dangerous job, to be the deputy of the chief
of Block number nine, a criminal.” He had done so at the behest of his friends,
who knew his talents from his service as their leader in the French camp.**
To do this job he had needed “a strong grip on the unruly Jewish masses who
knew that he was my son, and it required him to offer himself as a sacrifice in
orderto defend them...in accordance with the legend that they created about
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me.” In other words, the prisoners had expected that Yitzhak Gruenbaum’s
son would be able to protect them in the camps just as the father had looked
after their interests in Poland. Eliezer had to live up to those expectations.

He, as Eliezer’s father, could not have acted in any other way, Yitzhak
explained to his friend. “Without my presence, Itche would have remained
alone, because the party turned its back on him out of fear of Jewish public
opinion,” he wrote. “Now it is neutral, but at the start it was entirely under the
influence of the accusers.” You have to understand, he urged, that “I have to
be in Paris to defend my son’s life and honor, which is also the family’s honor.
I.am convinced that he is absolutely innocent of any crime, and the additional
inquiries only confirm that opinion.” Had he himself not come to Paris, he
concluded, his son would have been lost — it would have been standard for a
death sentence to have been handed down in such a case.*®

On November 29 the court held a session in which Ballot offered Eliezer’s
lengthy response to his accusers. His opening statement at this stage in
the proceeding traced Eliezer’s life from his enlistment in the Spanish war
through his liberation from Buchenwald, and placed his antifascist activity
front and center.®®

He ended with an account of Eliezer’s time in Buchenwald: The under-
ground there had established a commission of inquiry into his actions and,
“after collecting about a dozen testimonies, ruled in Gruenbaum’s favor, em-
phasizing the great work he had accomplished at Birkenau.” Gruenbaum had
taken part in underground activity, and when the Wehrmacht collapsed he
was one of the leaders of the uprising at the camp. On April 11, 1945, he had
taken part in cutting through the barbed wire during the liberation of the
camp. That day he headed the Polish unit that scoured the area around the
camp in search of fleeing ss personnel. The uprising, Ballot asserted, saved
the lives of thirty thousand prisoners. While this number was an exagger-
ation, Ballot did not overstate the events. After liberation, he told the court,
Eliezer had been chosen as a member of the committee representing the
Poles. Ballot ended his presentation before the investigating magistrate with
the following defense of Eliezer:

There are few people who have to their credit a similar number of operations
against the Germans, of heroism, of consistent resistance. Gruenbaum sought to
aid his friends and save them, this in a situation in which so many, in the oppres-
sive circumstances they found themselves, did not have the strength to think
even about themselves. The limited number of beatings and blows . . . were nec-
essary actions that saved human lives. [The following sentences was inserted in

handwriting.] Gruenbaum did not select or kill prisoners. He acted ceaselessly in
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the interests of his friends against the Germans. [Here the typescript resumes.]
Gruenbaum is innocent. It is inconceivable to see him in a French prison after
years of incarceration and anti-Nazi fighting. He should thus be freed at once

and the accusations of abetting the enemy dismissed.®’

Even if it looked as if they had managed to stem the tide of accusations
and that the French justice system was attentive to the counter-testimonies,
Yitzhak did not cease his efforts to enlist more witnesses. He sought out in
particular people who could testify about Eliezer’s role in the underground.
If he could obtain such evidence, he estimated at the beginning of Decem-
ber 1945, the case would be closed. On January 8, 1946, he again wrote to his
family that, while there had been no breakthrough, the Polish embassy in
Paris had obtained testimony from a member of the underground at Jawis-
chowitz and from the man that Eliezer had “carried on his back [during the
death march], so saving his life.” Eliezer had mentioned this incident during
his defense in the previous proceedings as well, but had never specified who
that person was.*®

At the end of 1945 and the beginning of 1946, more than four months after
Eliezer’s arrest, Marc Jarblum, himself a lawyer, and another lawyer who was
offering advice, proposed a new idea. Perhaps it would be worth trying to per-
suade the Poles to transfer the trial to their country, where the milieu would
be friendlier to Eliezer. After all, he was a well-known and long-standing
Communist, and perhaps this would make it easier for them to prove that
all he had done had been in the service of the party, Roman Frister writes in
his book that the two attorneys pleaded with Yitzhak Gruenbaum to call the
Polish embassy and to persuade its staff to request Eliezer’s extradition. “The
French will not want to refuse,” they told him. “The request will only help rid
them of a nuisance they don't need,” Jarblum said. “And I know the process in
Poland. The Communist Party Central Committee will never consent to the
conviction of a longtime party member for offenses of this sort. It will not be
comfortable for them to admit that the party placed its people as kapos and
block chiefs in Auschwitz. They will prefer to acquit your son without a pub-
lic trial.” Furthermore, Jarblum said, Eliezer “wants to return to Poland. He
has a great political career in front of him there.”*

But their predictions did not come to pass. The Poles preferred to stymie
any attribution of collaboration with the Nazis at Auschwitz to anyone associ-
ated with their party. The consul received Eliezer’s father warmly and agreed
to issue Eliezer a Polish passport that he could use to enter any country but
Poland, but he said that extradition “is not in my power” and that an applica-
tion should be made directly to Warsaw.*® The Polish Communist Party had
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already expelled Eliezer from its ranks. It wished to wash its hands of him
and others like him. The decision would not change later, when the idea of his
return to Poland was again proposed.

On January 16, Yitzhak reported a new development, but opinions about
its significance were mixed. The investigating magistrate and his staff had
taken up the subject of whether the French legal system was authorized to
hear Eliezer’s case. Was France the proper place to examine the accusations
against him? The reasons given were that Eliezer was not a French citizen,
that the crimes he was accused of had not been committed on French terri-
tory, and that most of them, if they had indeed taken place, had been com-
mitted against people who were themselves not French citizens. What, then,
was the legal basis for a French proceeding? But there was an unstated reason
as well, a much simpler one —why should France and the French people,
who had enough collaboration cases of their own to deal with, many of them
much more severe than Eliezer’s, volunteer or be volunteered to deal with
Eliezer’s case? In other words, the question was how his case could best be
placed at some other country’s doorstep. Perhaps, the legal authorities told
Ballot, “the matter should be handed over to the [international] courts for war
criminals that were then operating in Europe — the most famous being that in
Nuremberg.”®

That possibility alarmed the father. He was concerned on two counts. The
practical meaning of such a step would be, at best, dragging out Eliezer’s
matter still further, with many more months of preparation and waiting for
the results, not to mention considerable legal expenses. In the worse case, the
nature and powers of the international courts were such that a trial could
end in a severe verdict and sentence, up to and including death. Yet he was
anxious about another consequence —moving Eliezer’s case to such a court
would, even in the case of acquittal, place him in infamous company that in-
cluded senior Nazis and war criminals. “But our lawyers have already notified
us that this idea was rejected already by the French authorities themselves,”
he wrote to his wife. Furthermore, “Itche’s matter is close to its conclusion.”
The previous day, he reported, the lawyers had spoken with the attorney
responsible for the proceeding, who had said that “he is leaning to ordering
the case closed.” A special committee would make the decision, but everyone
was promising “that the decision will be made soon and will be to our liking,”
Jarblum promised. “Prepare champagne and a passport. Itche is on his way
out.”®* This time, too, he turned out to be wrong.

The father’s mood rose, but mostly fell, during his time in Paris. With all
his love for his son, and even though he believed Eliezer’s claims, he had heard
him charged with horrible crimes. Among other things, he had learned that
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his son had an aversion to the name Gruenbaum and had made every effort
to expunge any connection he had to his father and family and the bourgeois
Zionism they typified. According to Frister, Yitzhak Gruenbaum’s “mental
strength eroded, his physical strength waned. His money was exhausted and
his clothes wore out. His beard looked unkempt. He turned down invitations
from Jarblum and other friends. He was infuriated by the sympathetic glances
in his direction and the words of encouragement which, while they may have
been sincere, were not persuasive.”*® He was outraged by the feeling that even
his good friends were treating him like a leper and avoiding his company.
Taking into his confidence his friend and former student Moshe Sneh, then
commander of the national staff of the Haganah, the Jewish defense militia,
Yitzhak later wrote that he felt

a strange sense of emptiness around me, as if my friends, even those closest
to me, are avoiding talking to me. I did not understand what happened. Now I
know and I think that all of you, you in particular, chose the worst possible path
when you did not tell me the things that everyone was talking about [regarding
Eliezer] when I was not listening. I understand that it is difficult to speak with
a father about a son who has gone so bad according to the stories, every single
one of which has been disproven in my investigation, but you also need to think
about the feelings of the person who walks among his friends and acquaintances
as if everyone knows except him that someone from his family has died. I write
this because I have been told that people spoke to you about revealing the secret
and you could not, and Ilearned of it a few days after the beginning of the Con-
gress [in London] from [Yaakov] Hazan and Jarblum, and I myself did not reveal
the secret even to you.**

During his long, lonely evenings Yitzhak completed the manuscript of
his book In Times of Destruction and Holocaust, his account of his own doings
during the war, including what he viewed as the achievements and the fail-
ures of the Rescue Committee that he had headed.®® He and his son were now
being called to account for his actions and omissions.®® He sent the pages to
his assistant Hartman, who sent it on to the publisher. Yitzhak periodically
updated Hartman, Hartglas, and sometimes Sneh as well, all of whom had
been his students, assistants, and associates since his time in Poland, and also
asked them to update him on the how Eliezer’s case was being discussed in the
Yishuv.’

While Yitzhak habitually concluded his letters by writing: “I do not want
these things to become publicly known so I request that you not tell anyone,”
both he and his correspondents knew that this really meant the opposite. He
wanted them to pass the information on to others who knew him and wanted
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to hear how they reacted, and in so doing about the public response. He knew
that rumors were already spreading through the Yishuv.®® He admonished
his eldest son, Binyamin (Benio), of Kibbutz Gan Shmuel, to pay no attention
to what people were saying, but then had second thoughts: “Perhaps there
needs to be a response to the story.” In another letter he shared his thoughts
about his decision not, in the meantime, to visit pp (displaced persons) camps
in Germany out of fear that “the Jews there are liable to take advantage of
my appearance to demonstrate against Itche and that could worsen his legal
situation.” He scoured the replies of his three friends for indications of how
people who were important to him were reacting. Being far from Jerusalem,
caught up in complex and tragic personal and family circumstances, he could
presume that some people would revel in schadenfreude and take advantage
of the opportunity to get him out of politics. He had been in this position be-
fore, when Eliezer was first arrested for Communist activity in Poland.

He was incensed by those who called on him, explicitly or implicitly, to
abandon his son and return to his public life in the Yishuv. A family friend
traveled to Jerusalem to offer solace to Miriam, but also tried to persuade her
to ask her husband to come home. Yitzhak was furious. “Who sent Mrs. Tem-
kin to my wife regarding my return?” he caviled in a letter to Sneh:

Why did she do such a thing, which is liable to cause a real catastrophe for my
wife, in her condition? I cannot believe that any of you told her to go to Jerusalem
to convince my wife to demand that I return, with the justification that if I don’t
come back I will not be able to continue to work in the Jewish Agency and Rescue
Committee. Are they really talking about that as well? I do not understand what
could have come over her to speak to my wife about all the accusations that are

being falsely made against my son.®’
Writing to his close friend Hartman, he sardonically remarked that

following Mrs. Temkin’s visit you also came to upset my ill wife? I never imag-
ined that you would not understand. Do you think like Mrs. Temkin that I ought
to abandon my son to his fate if I do not want to leave the Jewish Agency, or that
they will compel me to leave it? I imagine that some people are saying that the
father of such a son should not be a member of the executive. I never thought it
possible that you and my friends would lend a hand to such an idea or that you
would panic because that was being said. I would find the courage to do some-
thing even more serious were there any truth in the false accusations against
my son. After investigating and conducting many conversations I have learned
that everything that they have said about him, even the most serious people,

especially them, is nothing but hearsay, is nothing but defamation and slander.
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I repeat my wife’s request: if you believe me, you must help me search out wit-
nesses who saw things with their own eyes and who know what happened at
Birkenau. If not that, do not interfere, and especially do not speak to my wife
about this regretful matter.”

Gruenbaum wanted to find out just how deep the cracks were in his public
image. He had an opportunity to do so in September 1945, when Ben-Gurion
and his wife came through Paris on their way to London. Gruenbaum asked
Ben-Gurion to update him about the political situation. “Don’t worry, every-
thing is going as it should,” Ben-Gurion said. “Do your work in Paris and re-
turn safely. I saw Miriam. She looks very well and her Hebrew is excellent.”
But he did not ask Yitzhak a single question about his son.”

Ben-Gurion again passed through Paris the following February, distraught
and upset following a visit to two pP camps.” He had witnessed the lynch-
ing of a Jew suspected of having been a kapo.” Yitzhak wanted to share his
dilemma with Ben-Gurion. He once again hoped that the leader would offer
words of encouragement. He asked whether Ben-Gurion thought he had
acted properly when he abandoned his public duties and devoted himself
over many months largely to his son’s defense. He asked whether it might be
possible to establish a committee to determine whether he had acted prop-
erly. After all, he said, his case was not at all like that of Leopold Amery, the
former British cabinet minister whose son had defected to the Nazis and was
executed after the war for treason. He had looked into the case and found that
his son was innocent. Ben-Gurion’s reply, Yitzhak reported, was unequivo-
cal: “He rejected me and demanded that I bring my son to trial before Jews. I
refused.” Two trials, by the Communist Party of Poland and the French, were
enough, he bitterly told Hartman.

Ruth Kluger (Kliger) Aliav, a Ben-Gurion loyalist, was part of the European
network of the Mossad LeAliyah Bet, the body that brought Jewish refugees
from Europe into Palestine illegally, and the Department of Special Opera-
tions of the Jewish Agency’s Political Department. She served as a staff soldier
in the latter’s so-called “parallel system,” the covert special operations and
intelligence effort to create and arm an army for the new Jewish state.” She
did not like the way Yitzhak Gruenbaum conducted himself in his son’s case.
As she accompanied Ben-Gurion on his visit to the bp camps, traveling in the
same train and car that took them from one camp to another, she was able to
tell him what she had seen in the office in Paris.”

She had been unsure about whether to tell Ben-Gurion that Gruenbaum
was in Paris in connection with his son’s trial, she told her interviewers years
later. She worried that it would burden Ben-Gurion unnecessarily, especially
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if he were to tell her to share with him the thing that she thought was un-
pardonable — the use of the Jewish Agency letterhead stationery for letters he
sent on his son’s behalf, and the use of Jewish Agency funds to purchase food
that he had his Jewish Agency driver take to his son. She had the stationery
hidden from Yitzhak, and when the Jewish Agency treasurer, Eliezer Kaplan,
went over Yitzhak’s expense account and asked about the outlays for food for
Gruenbaum’s son, she told him: “If you want answers, ask the members of the
Agency Executive . . . or instruct them to pay out of their own pockets.” She
realized that, given Gruenbaum’s state at the time, “ill and emotional,” no one
wanted to raise the issue with him.”

Aliav spoke of an incident that occurred during one of Ben-Gurion’s bp
camp visits:

We arrived in Munich. . .. We sat in a room. . . . Suddenly there was a deafening
noise. It was horrible . . . someone had apprehended a kapo — there were people
like that, and began to beat him until he was bloody. And Ben-Gurion just sat
there . . . and I got up and ran outside . . . and they caught another kapo and
started meting out justice to him as well. It was an awful thing.

Q: And he didn’t emerge from the room?

A: He sat there the whole time.

Q: With his head in his hands?. . .

A:1 thought he might collapse. It lasted about two hours. He tried [to pull
himself together], and I didn’t know if he was alive or not. . . . He didn’t move. . ..
Then they fell silent [outside]. . ..

And suddenly he got up and spoke about a fair trial. That only the Jewish
people had the authority to do that. About trials in courts, with judges, not by
everyone. I felt that he was choking and then—if you know this— his voice
would somehow break. With a sort of falsetto. . . . I felt that he had been witness
to a tragedy, of what Jews were capable of, and of what we had come to, or not

come to.”

Yitzhak Gruenbaum carried on. Along with Ballot and friends and advisers
in Brussels, Paris, and Warsaw, they tried to locate witnesses who would offer
a different picture of Eliezer’s actions. They found Julian Gottfried, Phillip
Woutka, and Egon Isaak Ochshorn (Okshorn).

Gottfried testified that he had spent six months with Eliezer at Birke-
nau and had visited him frequently. He told the court that Eliezer’s friends
had asked the block commander to appoint Eliezer as room warden, so that
he could prevent the theft of food, ensure fair distribution, and maintain
solidarity. At that point no organized underground groups had been set up.
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Eliezer moved to Block 4 and then returned. He established contacts with
the Poles and Russians, organized a shoe repair workshop, and saw to it that
the prisoners had clean laundry. His block was better heated than the other.
When Kirszenbaum had come down with typhus, Eliezer took care of him
in Block 9, although he died later, in Block 7. Eliezer, Gottfried maintained,
had beaten prisoners only to maintain discipline and for the good of all the
prisoners. No one had been sent by him to the gas chambers, nor did he have
any authority to send people there. He had not tattooed prisoners — that was
done by a group of experts. In March 1943, Gottfried was sent to Auschwitz,
returning to Birkenau two months later. He and Eliezer maintained steady
contact, and Eliezer gave him a pair of shoes when he saw him barefoot in the
snow. He also gave him bread.”

Phillip Woutka testified next. He claimed that Eliezer had never sent any-
one to the gas chambers and had never dealt mortal blows to anyone, only
moderate beatings as needed to maintain discipline and to prevent more-
brutal intervention by Konczal. Under his direction, Block 9 became the best
block in the camp. Thanks to Eliezer prisoners had been spared having to
stand outside for long periods in the rain and snow. The block was clean and
heated. Food was carefully distributed. Prisoners repaired shoes and received
undergarments, unlike in any of the other Jewish blocks. Eliezer had been
beaten by the block commander and had also been punished with ten nights
in the “standing bunker” when a wire cutter was found on him. He helped
prisoners, especially those who had come with him from Beaune-la-Rolande.
For example, he had Alex Gravinage transferred from a worse block into
his own.

The third witness was Ochshorn, a Vienna-born Communist who had
been imprisoned at Buchenwald, Dachau, Birkenau, and Gross-Rosen. He had
testified at the Nuremberg trials. His deposition arrived from Brussels in the
second half of February 1946. Through his contact with prisoners who had
been there before him and his position as block clerk, he had amassed much
information about events at Auschwitz-Birkenau,” where he spent the period
from October 1942 to October 1943. He had met Eliezer at the beginning of
February 1943, and they were in touch for eight months. He had never seen
him beat a prisoner, nor had he heard of any such thing, and certainly not
killing prisoners or sending them to the gas chambers. He knew that Eliezer
had been active in the underground and in planning an uprising, and that he
had been punished in the standing cell when he had been discovered with a
wire cutter. Members of the underground did not put their trust in anyone
who was not above all suspicion.

In February 1943 he and several other members of the underground asked
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Eliezer to find a hiding place for Blass, the editor of a German Communist
newspaper, who had been assigned to Block 7, from where he was to be sent to
the gas chambers. A hiding place was found, and Blass was saved. At the time,
there had been forbidden pamphlets and Polish underground newspapers
in the room that Ochshorn occupied as block clerk. Eliezer visited him on a
daily basis and regularly worked on manuscripts that were spirited out of the
camp. Ochshorn had had full confidence in him.*

For obvious reasons, members of the underground made a great effort
to cover their tracks. Some witnesses did not know about other aspects of
Eliezer’s “professional” identity in the camp. Ochshorn’s testimony reinforced
the impression that Szmulewski and Mink, who were well informed about
the underground and Eliezer’s role in it, had testified against Eliezer out of
ulterior motives. Had they not had ulterior motives, they could have attested
to his extensive underground activity at the camp, in addition to what they
saw as his deviant character and actions they took exception to.

Despite all the ups and downs, it looked by the end of February and begin-
ning of March 1946 that the chances were increasing that Eliezer would be
released. Ballot took advantage of the defense counsel’s right to sum up. He
offered a detailed account of the evidence, in particular seeking to topple the
foundation of the testimonies of Pakin and Gebet. He also sought to demolish
the most serious of the charges — murder, homicide, and aggravated injury.
He had to undermine the trustworthiness of the accusers — Pakin’s testimony
that Eliezer was responsible for the deaths of Kirszenbaum and Pinkiert, and
Loberstein’s testimony that Eliezer had killed his son and was responsible
for the deaths of many others. The accusation that he took part, along with
Tadek, in the murder of Dutch Jews, dissipated. Apparently the court ac-
cepted Eliezer’s claim that the prisoner in question had planned to inform on
the underground. That being the case, his killing was in line with the spirit of
the underground’s activity. We may presume that, had there been more solid
evidence about this case, it would have been brought before the court.

After this opening, Ballot declared that the three major prosecution wit-
nesses, Pakin, Gebet, and Zylberstein, all admitted that they had not them-
selves seen Eliezer commit any of the crimes they accused him of. On top of
that, Loberstein’s allegations were “confused.” Pakin and his neighbor Gebet
had offered only hearsay they had obtained from Zylberstein, who himself
had not been an eyewitness, while Loberstein’s testimony was full of inaccu-
racies. Goldstein, who played a key role in the stories told by Pakin and Gebet,
completely contradicted their claims. Pakin himself, Ballot said, was “a mis-
erable man who had suffered an attack of temporary insanity at Birkenau.”*
There was no basis for Pakin’s accusation that Eliezer had tattooed him, and
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Eliezer thus certainly could not have slapped him when he objected. Neither
were there any grounds for the claim that Eliezer had designated people for
the gas chambers. In Block 9, after all, he had been only a deputy of the block
chief, whereas prisoners were not sent to the gas chambers from Blocks 20
and 30. Kirszenbaum had died of dysentery after recovering from typhus and
had not been sent to the gas chambers, and at the time that Pakin placed Pin-
kiert’s death, Pakin had no longer been in Eliezer’s block.

Ballot put a great deal of effort into a methodical presentation of the falsity
of specific statements made by Pakin. He passed up no opportunity to remind
the investigating magistrate that Pakin had lost his mind in the camp and that
his testimony “should not be given even the slightest credibility, given that his
brain is subject to hallucinations and pathological fantasies.” His accusations,
Ballot stressed, were nothing but “a sorry fabric of contradictions.” They were
without validity, and they should not be considered in the verdict.®*

Ballot shattered the claim that Eliezer had designated prisoners for the
gas chambers, presenting every shred of relevant testimony to demonstrate
the contradictions and inconsistencies in the prosecution testimonies. He
cited Oléar, Szmulewski, Finkelkraut, Woutka, and Langman and referred
the judge to the specific places in the court record in which their testimony
showed Pakin’s to be false. Even Goldstein, on whom Pakin and Gebet based
their claims, had declared that he “knew nothing about Gruenbaum designat-
ing prisoners for the gas chamber.” The accusation that Eliezer had done so
was thus without foundation.®®

In the same way he pulled the rug out from under the testimony given by
Gebet, who had read out to the judge, under cross-examination, a composi-
tion on the appointments of camp officials. When the witness had been asked
to be more precise, “there was a withdrawal of testimony,” and he seemed not
to know anything about Eliezer’s appointment as “head of the prisoners,” that
is, block chief. Gebet had not been in Eliezer’s block, and his entire testimony
was hearsay. “The fact is,” Ballot pointed out, “he knows nothing.”** The same
was true of Zylberstein, who had declared under questioning that “I never
saw Gruenbaum beat anyone, or designate a man for the gas chambers, be-
cause I wasn't in his block.” That being the case, “Gebet and Zylberstein, when
pushed into a corner, had to acknowledge that their initial accusations were
baseless.”®®

Loberstein’s testimony was central. He had accused Eliezer of beating his
son to death, and Ballot knew that he had to neutralize this testimony with
great caution. He noted that Loberstein had made no mention of this accu-
sation during his initial testimony to the police. Was it not odd that when he
filed his complaint against Eliezer with the police, he had seen no reason, or
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had not remembered, to accuse Eliezer of killing his son? Loberstein had first
made that accusation against Eliezer, Ballot noted, only a month later, during
the hearing itself. Yet it was hardly a marginal matter that might simply have
slipped Loberstein’s mind. When he remembered to mention it, he had stated
that his son had died of a beating administered by “Gruenbaum and others.”
But it turned out that Loberstein had been away with his work detail at the
time and had not been an eyewitness to his son’s beating. And Loberstein him-
self had said that his son had lived in a nearby block, not Eleizer’s, meaning
that there would have been no contact between the two.

Loberstein, Ballot continued, had testified that his son died of blows in-
flicted by a club, but not that the blows dealt by Eliezer had killed him. He had
not mentioned how long after the beating his son had died, or whether he had
not in the end, like others, been sent to the gas chambers. “It is certain that
the younger Loberstein was not in Block 9, and there is not a single witness
who recalls his death there, nor any incident in which he was dealt mortal
blows.” Ballot reminded the judge that none of the other witnesses had ever
seen Eliezer beat a prisoner to death. The vague accusation regarding Lober-
stein’s son, he concluded, had not a leg to stand on.?®

“Gruenbaum can without a doubt state that the Jews, the group to which he
belonged, had been brought to Auschwitz-Birkenau to die there,” Ballot said.
“That is the unfortunate truth, given that hundreds of thousands of prison-
ers could not withstand disease, or were sent to the gas chambers.” But, he
stressed, “Gruenbaum did not say to his friends, ‘what good is it for you to
eat, after all you don't have more than half an hour to live.” According to most
of the testimonies, he worked hard to divide up food equally and prevent its
theft. He denies that he used such words. Or it may be that they were nothing
but an expression of the futility of all effort to survive in the face of Nazi bru-
tality and the unceasing threat of the gas chambers.”®’

Most of the witnesses, Ballot noted, had said that prisoners were better
off in the blocks in which Eliezer served, and that in this sense he had been
“very effective.” The fundamental question was “Was it a mistake to accept
the position of head of the prisoners and clerk in Block 9 and later in Blocks
20 and 30?” French prisoners of war, he explained, had been held under the
provisions of the relevant international treaties, living and operating under
the command of fellow prisoners. A decisive part of the hierarchy to which
they were subordinate was their own. The status of the other prisoners was
different. “These positions were assigned, unfortunately, to criminals.” It was
“in the interests of the prisoners that their associates accept these positions
wherever possible.”

He quoted Paul Tilliard, a member of the left-wing underground who had
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been interred for two years at Mauthausen, from an article he had published,
under the title “I Lived in the Nazi Hell,” in Ce Soir on August 31, 1945: “The
prisoners had an interest that political prisoners become kapos, that is super-
visors over their comrades in the camp.” In this way they could prevent pris-
oners from being assigned to work that was too harsh, could obtain additional
rations, allow rest periods at work when there was no danger that overseers
would see, help smuggle food in the barracks, and see to it that a volunteer
was beaten instead of a friend whose physical condition meant that he was
liable to die if he received such a punishment. The prisoners in Birkenau,
Ballot declared, had preferred to have their friends in positions of responsi-
bility, and Eliezer acted accordingly. His Jewish friends had persuaded him to
be head of the prisoners, and he had not been the only one.?® Ballot went on at
length about the relatively good conditions in Block 9, using the prosecution
witness Goldstein to buttress his claims. Goldstein had said that the block was
heated in the winter, clean, that prisoners did not have to stand out in the cold
for long inspections, that laundry was done, and that shoes were repaired.*
When he “gave mild blows and slaps,” he did so to prevent theft, Ballot
maintained. He noted Goldstein’s testimony that he could avoid beatings
when ss men were not around, and because there was no theft in Block 9. But
Goldstein had confused cause and effect — the infrequency of thefts in Block
9 was not a natural situation but a result of Eliezer’s actions. He forcibly pre-
vented sick prisoners who had no strength to go to the latrines “from soiling
with their urine and excrement the common food pot and the living quarters.”
He thus prevented the rest of the prisoners from infection and “the collapse
of the weak ones.” He mitigated “the deadly intervention of Konczal and his
deputies, criminal prisoners,” and prevented fights. As a result, the mortality
rate in Block 9 was less than in other blocks. “He never gave beatings with a
club on the orders of an ss man or criminal prisoners who were chosen for
this purpose. They were the ones who imposed such punishments and other
killings,” Ballot stressed. Eliezer had compelled prisoners, including those
who were ill, to report for work only when he had information that prisoners
were to be collected for the gas chambers. He could not share this information
with his comrades and fellow prisoners for fear that the Nazis would find out
that he was sabotaging their plans, so they did not understand why he was
forcing them to work. The depictions and analysis provided in most of the
testimonies were consistent with what Eliezer had testified to previously.”®
Ballot also offered a summary of all the times Eliezer himself had been
beaten, in order to prove that he had not enjoyed any special consideration
and to show that his life, just like the lives of the other Jews, had constantly
been on the line. “In short, Gruenbaum was not a Nazi accomplice,” he main-
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tained. “He received the same treatment as that meted out to other prisoners.”
Even as Konczal’s deputy, he had been compelled to take a night shift and
stand outside in the cold, even immediately after his bout with typhus, be-
fore he had recovered completely.” The only possible conclusion, Ballot said,
was that

interventions by the head of the prisoners and block clerk on behalf of the
prisoners were legitimate and in fact a duty. . . . Slaps and blows . . . that many
witnesses believe were needed and even obligatory for the sake of the prisoners
cannot be turned into an accusation of abetting the enemy. His attitude the en-
tire time was anti-German, he was a fervent opponent of them and their actions.
The men of the ss are those who need to pay for their crimes, not the martyrs

who survived.??

There was no basis for the accusations of arrogance, or an unwillingness to
speak Yiddish, which had been perceived as rejection of his own Judaism and
contempt for the prisoners as Jews. He spoke Polish, Russian, and French, had
studied Hebrew as a child, and knew German well, but he simply did not know
Yiddish. Here and there he made use of German, which is close to Yiddish,
in order to respond to those who addressed him in the Jewish language. He
was indeed a secular Communist. In that he differed from some of the other
prisoners, but when he did not speak Yiddish it was not because he scorned
the Jewish religion or wanted to butter up the Germans and Poles. He simply
did not know the language.”®

Ballot wanted to end on a high note, so he saved his account of Eliezer’s
underground activity and the Buchenwald proceeding for the end. “To con-
clude the rejection of the claims against Gruenbaum, we should remember
that, because of the charges raised against him by several prisoners from
Birkenau, a commission of inquiry was established by prisoners in Buch-
enwald camp,” he told the court. This commission heard the accusers and
Gruenbaum, and “his position won their almost unanimous sympathy.” He
“was cleared of all guilt and was permitted to take part in the covert work
in the camp.” This was corroborated by an affidavit from Dr. David Landau, a
prisoner at Buchenwald, who made his declaration at the health clinic at the
settlement of Kinneret, Palestine, on October 16, 1945, and whose testimony
was included in the defense’s documents and attached to the record of the
proceedings in the preparatory court:>*

In December 1944, thousands of prisoners who were evacuated from Birkenau
and O$wiecim and sent to Buchenwald. I worked for two years as a doctor in Bu-

chenwald. I met Eliezer Gruenbaum among the prisoners who were evacuated
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from Birkenau and O$wiecim. . . . Some of his friends from Birkenau accused him
of brutal behavior during the time he served as block chief. The underground
committee of Buchenwald prisoners set up a special court to examine the case.
They heard several witnesses and the accused, whose attitude won over nearly
everyone’s sympathy. The testimonies did not prove the charges and Gruenbaum

was permitted to take part in underground work.

During the evacuation of Buchenwald, Gruenbaum helped prisoners
change their identities and supplied them with refuge so that the ss and Ge-
stapo could not find them, Landau had testified; Eliezer had been one of the
commanders of the uprising aimed at saving thirty thousand prisoners. After
liberation he conducted propaganda among the Polish prisoners so as to per-
suade them to return to Poland. He was a representative of Polish prisoners
when officers in the Warsaw government’s auxiliary paid their first visit to
Poland. During his short stay there, Gruenbaum gained many friends, thanks
to the trust in which he was held and his brave advocacy of the prisoners.’®

Beyond being innocent of aiding the enemy in any way, Ballot said, Eliezer
had done his duty by dealing out light slaps and blows at times. He had
aided friends who lacked the strength and energy to think about themselves
and had engaged in ongoing anti-German and anti-Nazi activities. He had
fought in the Spanish Civil War alongside the Republican forces. Under Ger-
man occupation in France, he had served in the underground, distributing
anti-German leaflets in the Thirteenth Arrondissement in Paris. On April 1,
1941, he had been arrested for this activity and for his participation in the war
in Spain.

He had continued to engage in “patient and persistent resistance” in
Birkenau, Jawischowitz, and Buchenwald, and “witnesses know about Gru-
enbaum’s efforts on behalf of his friends the prisoners in Block 9, but know
less about his underground activity.” The reason was that “the principal un-
derground activists with whom Gruenbaum maintained contact were Poles
and Russians who were, at present, after surviving, residing in Poland, Rus-
sia, and other countries, but not in France.” Nevertheless, the defense had
proved, with Finkelkraut’s testimony, that Gruenbaum had attempted, along
with Russian prisoners of war and the Polish-Socialist group in the camp, to
organize breakouts. He continued to be active in Buchenwald, as testified by
Dr. Landau and in the affidavits of a Polish party member, Michel Nazim, cited
in an article he, Nazim, wrote, the translation of which had been certified by
the Polish consul general. Had Gruenbaum acted dishonorably, “he would not
have been one of the representatives of the Poles in the central underground
organization in Buchenwald,” Ballot emphasized.
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“Gruenbaum did not volunteer of his own free will to serve the ss, which
ran the Birkenau camp,” Ballot wrote. “His actions did not in any way aid the
enemy. On the contrary, it was a prisoner’s struggle against [emphasis in the
original] the enemy. Gruenbaum had been a prisoner who had carried on his
anti-Nazi activity within Birkenau itself, as well as at Jawischowitz and Buch-
enwald, with consistent heroism.” He had been under arrest in France since
September 4, 1945. “It is time to stop and put an end to the detention of a per-
son who was an innocent victim of the Nazis.” Furthermore, it was improper
for a French court to take up an accusation against a Polish citizen by another
Polish citizen regarding actions that occurred on Polish territory. “I thus have
the honor to request a firm verdict in this matter: Gruenbaum has committed
no crime of aiding the enemy,” he concluded.®

AT THE BEGINNING OF MARCH, Yitzhak Gruenbaum was starting to feel
that the legal proceeding was winding up to his satisfaction, and that the
only remaining open question was not whether Eliezer would be released but
rather when he would be released and under what conditions. He thought
that “when they free Itche and it will not be possible to go home immediately,
Itche will go for a while to Switzerland, and I will quietly visit the camps.”
But by March 14, Yitzhak had lost patience. He wrote to his family that he
wanted to bring his eldest son, Binyamin (Benio), to Paris and to return him-
self to Palestine, “but he [Yitzhak] felt sorry for Itche” because “he knew that
Benio would not be able to do for him all the things that he [Yitzhak] has been
doing.”*”

On March 20, 1946, the director of the War Crimes Investigation Authority
in France issued a laconic legal notification to the Treatment Centers, citing
sections of the French legal code, that it found no authority “to continue to
pursue the Gruenbaum Eliezer case. French military courts that have the au-
thority to judge war crimes cannot consider actions performed outside the
country by a foreign citizen against other aliens.”*® This brought the French
proceeding to an end. Ballot could close down the case with satisfaction and
add Eliezer to the list of defendants whom he had saved from what seemed at
first like certain conviction.

With Eliezer’s release impending, it was understood that the quicker
he could be gotten out of France the better. The longer he stayed, the more
chance someone would appeal the ruling and thus delay his departure and
even return him to jail. But, since Eliezer was a stateless man, getting him
out of France was easier said than done, in particular after it transpired that
the Polish consul general did not plan to keep his promise to issue Eliezer a
passport. Another option was to obtain an immigration certificate from the
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quota held by the Jewish Agency. Eliezer qualified because the process of
locating him and assigning him a certificate to rescue him from Europe had
begun during the war, and this technicality could be used to answer any ques-
tions that might be raised. Yitzhak, with his senior position, could also cut
through red tape. But putting Eliezer at the head of the line at a time when
so many Jewish refugees were waiting to receive such certificates, and given
the bad reputation that still pursued him, was liable to be condemned by the
public. People could already be heard saying that “a certificate should not be
wasted on Gruenbaum’s kapo son.” On top of that, there were persistent ru-
mors that Ben-Gurion himself was opposed. He may have felt that allowing
Eliezer to receive a certificate would be a blow to his integrity, since “he had
never ever taken advantage of his position to obtain benefits for himself or
his family, and he was determined not to violate that sacred principle now,”
Frister wrote.”

According to Frister, the first to document this story, Hillel Seidman, then
the representative of Agudat Israel, the ultra-Orthodox party, in the Pales-
tine Office in Paris, remembered Yitzhak Gruenbaum from his days as a Jew-
ish leader in Poland. He heard the rumors about Eliezer in Paris, and while
Gruenbaum was hardly a favorite of the ultra-Orthodox leadership, Seidman
was touched by the tragedy of Eliezer’s story. By chance, Seidman bumped
into Yitzhak at a nearby café. Yitzhak was sitting alone, leaning on his table
“like a man bearing the whole world’s suffering on his shoulders. At one point
it looked to Seidman as if he were crying.” Seidman greeted Yitzhak in Yid-
dish, asking “Don’t you recognize me? I'm Hillel Seidman from Warsaw.” He
asked Yitzhak if he could keep him company, and Yitzhak answered in the
affirmative. Seidman spoke about Warsaw and shared with Yitzhak his esti-
mation that Yitzhak’s struggle against Agudat Israel had actually strength-
ened it. “Until you showed up, the rabbis never even dreamed about having
representatives in the Sjem and the Senate,” he said. Gruenbaum smiled and
said: “You used that power to fight me and Zionism.”**°

Eliezer’s case did not come up in this conversation, but Seidman suggested
to Yitzhak that they meet again. “How about if we eat at Katz’s restaurant
tomorrow?” he asked. Gruenbaum agreed. The kosher establishment was
located near the Pletzel, Paris’s old Jewish quarter. Frister relates that the
waiter brought Yitzhak a skullcap with his menu but that Yitzhak, loyal to his
principles, turned it down. At the end of the meal Seidman asked if he could
help Yitzhak or his son. Gruenbaum said he needed a certificate for his son.
He presumed that Agudat Israel, like all other parties, had received a share of
the certificates and that, like the others, it always kept a few to use in cases of
emergency. Seidman realized that it was not at all easy for Gruenbaum, his
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sworn political enemy, to make such a request of him. He promised to bring
the matter before his party’s leaders and get back to him soon.'®!

Seidman went quickly to present the issue to Matthew Miller, the leader
of Agudat Israel in France. Miller brought it up before his party’s leadership.
Felicia, daughter of Rabbi Moshe Schor from Warsaw, reacted angrily to the
suggestion that a certificate be given to a “heretic.” She handed out a leaflet
signed by Eliezer, one of the ones that warned camp survivors not to be taken
in by Zionist propaganda and called on them to return to Poland. “You want to
allow such a man into Palestine?” she asked. But Miller exerted the full force
of his office, and the proposal was approved. A certificate that had been as-
signed to Agudat Israel was put at Eliezer’s disposal.’*®

Eliezer departed France with his father at the end of April 1946. He wanted
to go to Poland, but Poland did not want him. His second choice was to remain
in France, but France would not allow it. He had no other choice but to fly to
Egypt and proceed from there by ship and train to Palestine. On May Day the
Zionist leader and his anti-Zionist Communist son arrived in Jerusalem, the
undeclared capital of the Zionist state-to-be.'® Yet the rumors and accusa-
tions continued to pursue him and his family.
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Jerusalem,

May 1946-
May 1948

WHEN THEY ARRIVED IN Jerusalem, Yitzhak asked his close
friends to come to hear Eliezer tell his story directly. Sneh and Hartman ac-
cepted and arrived the next day, May 2. “[Yitzhak] Gruenbaum looked like a
shadow of his former self, bent, pale, gaunt,” Hartman recounted.

Itche sat down with us and Gruenbaum said, “I want you to listen to him.” He ex-
plained that he had accepted the position of kapo in Auschwitz on orders of the
Communist Party, in order to save comrades. Jews who heard the name Gruen-
baum in the camp thought of him as “Lord” Gruenbaum. They thought that if it
was Gruenbaum’s son, that he was their “rabbi.” He didn’t even understand what
they were saying to him, because he barely spoke Yiddish. Sometimes he had to
hit [prisoners] to save lives. Ironically he saved the life of Pakin, who assailed
him in Paris, when he beat him before the Germans. They saw the blows and
left him alone, otherwise he would have gone to the furnaces. He spoke of his
attitude to the Jews who went to the furnaces without resisting, and that he tried
to organize an uprising, but was not able to. We sat there for eight hours and
listened. The upshot of what he said was that he had acted in accordance with
the principle “I did what I did to save people, because had I acted otherwise there

would have been many victims, so I hit people.”*

Yitzhak then spoke with Jewish Agency treasurer Eliezer Kaplan. He told
him Eliezer’s story and about the Paris inquiry. Yitzhak asked Kaplan's opinion
about whether he, Yitzhak, should resign from the Jewish Agency Executive.
Kaplan did not venture to give an answer to this difficult question, suggest-
ing that it be brought up before an unofficial meeting of several members
of the Executive, who could discuss the issue and reach a resolution. Kaplan
stressed the importance of making a decision in an “authoritative” forum.
Otherwise, he said, “you’ll never be able to remove this stain from the story of
your life.”?
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The meeting took place the next morning at ten o'clock at Kaplan’s house
in Jerusalem. Participating, in addition to Kaplan, were Rabbi Yehuda Leib
Fishman-Maimon and Dov Yosef. There is no record of other participants,
and we have no way of knowing whether others were invited and chose not
to attend because of the subject of the meeting. One hardly needed a special
political sense to understand that the issue at hand was, in the context of the
spirit of those times, a ticking bomb. Yitzhak Gruenbaum offered an account
of the meeting to Natan Cohen:

When I arrived with my son I already knew of all the rumors about him. I knew
from my own investigations what was true and what not. The French did the
same thing. They investigated and ruled: there is no crime in anything we have
uncovered. If there are things that have not been discovered, a man cannot be
held in jail until a new investigation begins. They freed him. I brought him to
Palestine. . . . I asked my colleagues to convene and wanted to tell them about
my son, how and why he had been freed, and to ask: if you say that it’s not all
right, I will resign. I could not remain on the Jewish Agency Executive if my son
were to be found guilty. . . . Ben-Gurion did not come. I knew he wouldn’t, and it
made a bad impression on me. . . . Dov Yosef, Kaplan, and Fishman seem to have
treated the whole matter seriously and listened to what I said. When I told them
everything, Fishman was the one who said: “There’s nothing that would justify

your resignation in relation to your son’s matter.” So I remained.

On Frister’s account, Kaplan advised against recording minutes of the
meeting or listing it among the Executive’s official sessions. Those present ac-
cepted the judgment of Rabbi Fishman, the principal if not the only speaker,
that there was no cause for Gruenbaum to leave his post.® Frister presumes
that Yitzhak turned to Kaplan largely because they shared moderate political
views, but also because he thought that the treasurer was more likely than
Ben-Gurion to evince understanding for his plight. Ben-Gurion did not attend
because, just a few days previously, on April 20, he had set out for Cairo and
London to prepare for the convening of the Anglo-American Committee of In-
quiry on Palestine.* There is no way of knowing whether Ben-Gurion would
have come to the meeting at Kaplan's apartment had he been in the country.

Yitzhak hoped to keep the meeting out of the public eye. While still in
Paris he had given thought to the best way to do this, sharing his ideas with
Hartman. When he arrived in Palestine and began his consultations with
the members of the Executive, he learned that rumors about his son’s ac-
tions in Birkenau and of the inquiries into his behavior were snowballing.
The subject of Eliezer came up at a gathering of Jews from Biatystok, and
news of this was published in the press. Further stories about Eliezer were
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in preparation, Yitzhak discovered. He was told that, at the gathering, a new
immigrant named Galchinsky had told about his experiences in the camps,
including “the behavior of Gruenbaum’s son.” The chairman of the meeting
asked him not to do so, on the grounds that “a special committee is looking
into the matter and we should not address it until it announces its findings.”
Following this incident, Eliezer Leder, one of Gruenbaum’s representatives on
the Rescue Committee in Istanbul, and Zvi Kalmantinovsky, a leader of the
Bialystok group, spoke with Galchinsky to see if he had any evidence to sup-
port his claims. They concluded that “at best, he repeated only what he had
heard from others, or made things up himself, no more than that.”*

HaMashkif, the Revisionist Zionist newspaper, had received a letter about
the accusations made against Eliezer at the Bialystok meeting. It notified
Yitzhak that it planned to publish the letter as well as an article about the
charges it raised, and asked for Yitzhak’s response. Yitzhak replied, asking
the newspaper not to publish the letter and article. He told them about the
inquiry in Paris that had cleared his son of guilt. The editors turned him down
and asked again for a response from him to be included in their article. “Since
here [in Palestine] there are additional witnesses who were not interrogated in
Paris,” they wrote (emphasis in the original), “we request that you forward us
your comments as soon as possible.”® They included a copy of the letter they
had received:

WHERE DOES JUSTICE LIE? A LETTER TO THE EDITOR.

Yitzhak Gruenbaum has recently returned from eight months in Paris.
Immediately upon his arrival a uniform communiqué was published in all the
newspapers, saying that his son had been acquitted on all counts of murder and
torture of Jews at O$wiecim.

The writer of these lines was a refugee from Bialystok who at the time
printed a “letter to the editor” about a meeting that took place in the Keren
Kayemet LeYisrael hall, in which a survivor of Owiecim, Mr. Galchinsky of
Bialystok, spoke of the exploits of Eliezer Gruenbaum.

The meeting was well-attended, and one person who was there was a man
from our city, the author Z[usman] Segalovitsh. He listened to all the shocking
descriptions that Galchinsky presented to the meeting. The extent of the
shock made by Eliezer Gruenbaum’s exploits can be gauged by the fountain
of tears that flowed from the eyes of this writer. Suddenly — it turns out that
he is ostensibly innocent, and as such that everything Galchinsky described
is false. Just a blood libel against a pure and innocent soul. In this light, all the
other survivors of O§wiecim who have confirmed what Galchinsky said are also

fabricators. And poor me, who felt it my duty to denounce this scandal before
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all Israel, am guilty, in this light, of making accusations of things that never
happened.

So that I can confess my sin with a full heart, I hereby call urgently on his
father, Mr. Yitzhak Gruenbaum, to bring a civil suit against all those who
libeled his son.

According to Galchinsky, he is the man who has seen affliction by the rod of
Eliezer Gruenbaum’s wrath. By his account, thousands of Jews were tortured
and killed by Gruenbaum. Such testimony was taken also from other survivors
of Os$wiecim. If all these survivors are fabricators and slanderers, they should
be punished.

The Hebrew public in Palestine and in the world has no interest in having
anyone suffer from false accusations, but it also has no interest that a person,
even if the son of a good family and the son of saints[,] benefit from the merit of
his father when his hands are stained with innocent blood.

Justice, justice pursue! Purge the evil from among you! These two principles

are from our moral code.

The letter was signed “Sh. Levin, a refugee from Biatystok.”” We do not
know if Yitzhak responded to the newspaper’s second request. If he did, his
answer did not persuade the editors. A few days later they printed Levin’s let-
ter verbatim. HaMashkif’s readers thus learned about the entire affair.

A few days later the response of the chairman and secretary of the Com-
mittee to Aid the Jews of Bialystok wrote to Yitzhak Gruenbaum in response
to the latter’s inquiry. According to the letter, the organization did not have a
man named Sh. Levin listed among its members. An inquiry had shown that
the “refugee from Bialystok” was Yitzhak Weiner, a longtime member of the
Yishuv. “If we may believe him,” the chairman wrote, “he wrote his letter out
of a sincere feeling of ‘justice, justice pursue, but we are astonished by his
lack of the courage to reveal his name and not to fire his arrows from behind
the fence.” The chairman and secretary further reported that “we do not
have the power to take a position with regard to his [Yitzhak Gruenbaum’s]
son, but with regard to Galinchsky’s testimony in general, we must note that
in several matters regarding people from our city about whose fate we are
very interested in learning, we took testimony from him [Galinchsky] that
was later found to be baseless. There may have been no deliberate lie here
but rather quite understandable imaginary delusions deriving from the hard-
ships he has endured.”®

But there was no stopping the surge of forged letters, signed with false
names, being sent to the newspapers. Apparently fearing that the situation
was likely to get out of hand and hurt his son and his family, Gruenbaum
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made another bad decision —he approached the Editors’ Committee of the
Journalists’ Association and asked to be allowed to present the story from his
point of view, to share with them the results of the French investigation, and
to ask them not to cover the story. The editors considered his request and re-
jected it.”

The Gruenbaum family lived in an apartment at 7 Abrabanel Street in
Jerusalem’s Rehaviah neighborhood. It was a quiet, green side street a short
walk from the buildings that housed the offices of the Jewish Agency and
other Yishuv institutions. The apartment was one of many the Agency owned
and rented out to its senior officials.’® Yitzhak and Miriam suggested that
he live with them, at least until he decided what to do. They made the same
offer to Rivka, the wife of Eliezer’s brother Yonatan, who was pregnant with
their first child — Yonatan was still in Europe, serving in the Jewish Brigade,
and Rivka was living on her own in Tel Aviv. Rivka was well-acquainted with
Eliezer’s story from the reports Yitzhak had sent to Miriam, but now she met
Eliezer for the first time."

Yitzhak hoped that Eliezer would undergo a transformation once he saw
Palestine and became acquainted with the Yishuv, and that he would even-
tually decide to settle there. But he evinced no interest in Jerusalem or its
society. He spent most of his days shut up in his room, working assiduously
on Marxist studies of Jewish history — a continuation, as it were, of his grad-
uate studies in history, in keeping with his ideological predilections. In the
evenings he went out to walk his dog around the neighborhood. From time to
time he visited the home of Berl Locker, a neighbor, friend of the family, and
colleague of Yitzhak’s on the Jewish Agency Executive. He liked to tell Locker’s
young son Dani bedtime stories. When the British evacuated Palestine in May
1948 and the bombardment of Jerusalem began, the Lockers” apartment was
within range of the shells, and they moved in with the Gruenbaums. Dani
Locker, who was five or six years old at the time, later recalled that Eliezer
loved him very much and liked to seat him on his lap. Dani liked to stroke
Eliezer’s shiny bald spot."?

Despite the pall that hung over the family and its sense that Eliezer was
not inclined to change his plans to return to the place he saw as his home-
land, Poland, there were moments of joy, hope, and contentment. Eliezer had
returned to his family, and, no matter that they had chosen different paths
and ideologies, they were together. Rivka later recalled that the change in the
father’s face, bearing, and body language was palpable. His countenance had
previously been tough, tense, and anxious. With Eliezer home, he became
gentle and easygoing. The three brothers, she recalled, evinced great love for
each other despite their differences of opinion, and the two others clearly
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admired the charismatic, intelligent, perceptive, and charming Eliezer. Fur-
thermore, all three loved their parents deeply.

Binyamin, the eldest, and his wife, Ami (her full first name was Bat-Ami),
had a daughter named Nurit, who was nine years old when Eliezer arrived in
Rehaviah. Today she retains vivid memories of how much warmth pervaded
her grandparents’ house. She also remembers the many cats that the family
kept. Nurit and her family lived outside Jerusalem, at Kibbutz Gan Shmuel.
Eliezer wrote her letters in Hebrew — but in Latin script. He remembered the
Hebrew he learned as a boy and was speaking the language fluently soon after
arriving in Palestine, but he never learned how to write it.

At one stage, Rivka related, it was suggested that Eliezer join Gan Shmuel,
the kibbutz where his older brother lived and then a bulwark of the Left. But
neither Nurit, other family members, or members of the kibbutz recall any
formal proposal of that sort being brought before any kibbutz forum. Neither
do they recall Eliezer visiting the kibbutz.

Eliezer followed the Yishuv’s political issues from the conversations he
heard in his father’s house, from news he heard from his father’s friends and
colleagues at work and in the General Zionist party, dinner table talk, and
people he encountered on weekends. He could also hear his father’s criticism
of Ben-Gurion’s policies, and as Ben-Gurion’s position as leader of the Yishuv
grew ever more beyond challenge, Yitzhak grew more frustrated.

A month or so after arriving, Eliezer saw his father arrested with most of
the rest of the Yishuv’s leaders during Operation Agatha, also called Black
Saturday —an event that changed the Yishuv’s view of the British. He also
witnessed the debate within the leadership over the proper response to this
drastic British move.’ Furthermore, Eliezer could see that relations between
the Yishuv and Palestine’s Arabs were growing ever more hostile. But he chose
not to get involved. There is no indication that he tried to make contact with
any of the Yishuv’s political forces, even the Communists. Perhaps he did not
approach the latter because he realized that the local party would not see him
as an asset, just as the Polish one did not. Or it might have been his certainty
that he would never of his own volition make this place his home.™*

One childhood friend, Sarah Stefania Poznaniski, managed to break
through the social cordon that Eliezer had placed around himself. Stefa, as
she was called, had also arrived in Palestine at the end of a long, difficult, and
convoluted journey. She was the daughter of Shmuel Abraham Poznaniski, a
historian and one of the world’s leading figures in the study of the Karaite
sect. He had also served as the senior rabbi of Warsaw’s Great Synagogue.'®
She was now officially Stefa Rosenzweig, widow of Jozef Rosenzweig, scion
of a wealthy Warsaw family; her husband had studied law before the war and
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worked as an attorney afterward. Young and pretty, Stefa was of independent
mind and mismatched to the milieu in which she had grown up. At the age of
seventeen she had fallen in love with a Polish officer and had planned to elope
with him. Rumors of the romance reached her father, and he confined her to
their home. Undeterred, she leapt out of a second-story window, but in doing
so hit her head and thus aborted the elopement. She married Rosenzweig
when she was twenty-one, and the two of them lived for twelve years between
the two great wars as an aristocratic couple among the bohemians of Warsaw
and Lwéw. Their son was born when she was thirty-three. They called him
Shmuel, after her father.

When World War II broke out, Stefa and Jozef joined the Polish under-
ground. Rivka Gruenbaum related that they hid on the Aryan side of Warsaw
and that Jozef smuggled arms into the ghetto. In 1943 they handed their young
son over to a Polish peasant woman who had worked as a servant in the family
home. Jozef died of tuberculosis at Bergen-Belsen. Stefa survived, ended up at
aDP camp, where she asked to join her brother and sister in Palestine. She also
began looking for her son. She arrived in Palestine in the summer of 1945 and
carried on with her efforts to locate the boy in Poland and reunite with him.*

Yitzhak Gruenbaum and Stefa’s mother were both from Plonsk, and the
two families met again when they both lived on Tlomackie Street in Warsaw.
Their children played together. When Stefa arrived in Jerusalem in 1945, she
visited the Gruenbaum family. Yitzhak was in Paris at the time, trying to res-
cue his son. Stefa and Miriam together tried to understand Eliezer’s condition
from the reports Miriam had received.

When Eliezer arrived in Jerusalem in May 1946 and moved in with his par-
ents, he met Stefa at their home. A friendship developed between these two
lonely people, a friendship that metamorphosed into love. Rivka said that the
two of them would tell each other of their lives late into the night. Gradually
but steadily Stefa’s spirits improved, and her feelings for Eliezer grew stron-
ger. “She was happy, glowed with happiness,” Rivka said. Stefa’s sister-in-law,
wife of her brother Adek, later related that “She was really blooming, she
began a new life, it looked as if everything was going to work out.” Miriam,
Rivka recalled, viewed Stefa “as tantamount to a daughter-in-law, she loved
her so much.”"’

Stefa had, upon her arrival, given her brother Adek the address of the ser-
vant with whom she had placed her son and asked him to obtain assistance in
finding the boy and bringing him to Palestine. Yishuv officials indeed located
him in a Polish village, living with the same faithful peasant woman. But she
had become attached to the boy and refused to give him up. This was not an
uncommon occurrence at the time. When the people handling the case finally
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managed to overcome her resistance, Shmuel, now eleven years old, was re-
united with his mother. But three months later it became clear that Stefa was
unable, both physically and mentally, to care for him, and after some hesita-
tion she sent him to live on a kibbutz in the north. This third parting was one
many children of survivors experienced after the war. She went to visit him
from time to time, but then the War of Independence broke out and she was
unable to get to the kibbutz. Eliezer and Stefa began to talk of marriage, and
were determined that after their wedding they would bring Shmuel back and
establish a family. Stefa was almost forty-four years old, while Eliezer would
soon turn forty.'®

ELIEZER KEPT A DIARY during the time he spent in prison in France and
afterward when he lived with his parents. It is an unusual document. Few peo-
ple who served in official positions in the concentration camps wrote about
their pasts. Even fewer did so this soon after the war and this directly. He used
his diary to struggle, piercingly, with the dilemmas he had faced. He (or those
who edited parts of it for publication) called the diaries In the Death Zone.

All of us must have seen, at the cinema, the scene of a passenger ship sinking
at sea. There is panic on deck; women and children first; a crowd of people mad
with fear, pouncing on the lifeboats; the ability to think vanishes. Only one de-
sire remains — to live! And standing by the lifeboats are officers, pistols in hand,
holding back the mob, and shots are heard.

We lived for days, weeks, and years on the deck of a sinking ship. The convoys
arrived each day and dumped huge numbers of new people on deck, all imbued
with one ambition — to live! Panic would break out at every opportunity — res-
cue, life. Perhaps an extra bowl of soup would serve as a lifeboat, or a better shoe,
or another shirt.

And we, the officials, would stand by the cauldron of soup as if by a fountain
of life. . . . Otherwise there would have been famine in the camp. You could feel
hunger on a full stomach as well. It did not gnaw away at the stomach but at the
entire human being, at all the thoughts and feelings of a man who stands face to
face with the risk of dying of hunger. People died of hunger on a daily basis, in
front of everyone. Each person knew that he, too, would die of hunger. There-
fore, eat at any price! We did not dole out milk — we doled out life. Another liter
of milk meant another two or three days of life, additional strength for work,
and therefore fewer beatings. It can provide strength during a selection for the
gas chambers, a sense that tomorrow might come — who knows? Perhaps tomor-
row people will be chosen for a better Kommando and will search for experts.
Anything but to be a Muselmann.*’
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In such circumstances the kapo or other concentration camp official played
the role of the captain in a sinking ship. It was his responsibility to maintain
order, to give prisoners a sense of security against the arbitrary whims of the
strong. Once, Eliezer related, when rain began falling at about 10 a.m., the
Kommando teams were sent back to the camp in the early afternoon. But the
kitchen had already divvied up the soup according to the work details, not
according to blocks. The details assembled in front of the blocks and began
to hand out soup to their members, as if they were still out at work. Among
the smaller group, those that had twenty to thirty members, the food was
distributed quietly and in good order. But in the larger groups it went out of
control — prisoners who had already received their rations pushed into line
to get an extra portion, while those who had not yet eaten feared that they
would be left hungry. Soon all hell broke loose.

Everyone jumped on the cauldrons — those who had not received their rations
out of fear that if they waited quietly there would be no soup left for them, and
those who had already received theirs in order to take advantage of this rare
opportunity to get a double portion! They massed around the kettles. . . . People
collected spilt soup from the ground, in which hundreds of feet had stomped,
and slurped it. One man was toppled into the pot, and when he emerged soaked
in soup, with pieces of potato and beet stuck to his coat, 700 crazed people ran
after him and licked the food off him. Only a few stood aside. Half of them did
not receive their meal that day.

Frequently, Eliezer wrote, “those assigned to bring the cauldrons from the
kitchen would spill soup on the ground so as to be able to lick it up and for
once eat their fill.” Another dilemma was to whom to give second portions
when something remained at the bottom of the pot.

The worst was the matter of second portions. A thousand hungry people! Just
30-50 liters to dole out. A line? You today and him tomorrow? And can you be
sure that you'll be alive three days from now? Today vegetable soup with gruel
and tomorrow fodder beets. Today, only today!

The dishing out of the soup went quietly, but now the battle over the remain-
der begins. Who will get seconds?. ..

I tried different methods. Distributing the soup according to a list of young
people, also choosing just by looking who needed it most. I also tried using a line.
It didn’t work. You could make speeches, shout, plead. But, as the French say, “a

hungry man’s ears are blocked.”*°

Once, while seconds were being handed out, a commotion broke out and
Eliezer slapped a young man who was pressing forward toward the pot with
all his might.
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He looked at me with such sorrow and despair, without anger or resentment, so
that I didn’t know where to hide. I ladled soup into his bowl. His eyes brightened
with absolutely stellar joy. But twenty empty bowls were immediately presented
tome. ...Iputtheladle in a friend’s hand and fled.

Have you ever seen people whose final thought and last word before dying is
“food?” Have you ever seen dying people, expiring with a happy smile on their
faces when you put a chunk of bread in their hands that they no longer have the
strength to lift to their mouths?*

In the end, he wrote, “The extra portions had to be handed out with a stick
in hand. Jesus managed to divide two loaves of bread among thousands. Two
loaves and five fish without a stick, but they were satiated, the evangelist
writes.”??

The apologetic effort involved in writing these entries, write Galia Glasner-
Heled and Dan Bar-On, show what a profound need Eliezer had to justify his
actions, quite beyond his need to escape punishment and the legal authorities.
He wanted to restore his legitimacy, his place in society. He wanted people to
believe that he had done only what was necessary to ensure that not all the
people getting on the lifeboats would die simply because no one was willing to
stand by the rope ladder and keep order.

Once I was ordered to do a job in the camp. I had to collect people to work. The ss
man who ordered me to do the work went with me to the famous Block 7, in front
of which more than two hundred Muselmdnner lay, sat, and kneeled in the mud,
a listless clump of human beings drained of all their strength and cast aside
by the Hitlerist machine. They were waiting to be sent into the block. “Choose
20,” the ss man said. “But they can’t move,” I tried to protest. “What? They can't
move? Take a look!” A sentry brought, at the ss man’s command, several pieces
of bread and the ss man began throwing them into the crowd. It’s impossible to
describe what happened then. No one who hasn't seen such a thing could believe
or imagine it. Had a film director staged such a scene, you would say that it was
a tactless, unpleasant exaggeration. What is stuck in my mind is a supine human
skeleton. He didn’t have the strength to move, he didn’t have the strength to open
his eyes. He simply extended the bones of his hand upward and wiggled his fin-
gers in the air as if he were waiting for a miracle, for a piece of bread to fall into
them. Have you ever seen how one dying man strangles another dying man and
tears from his mouth half-chewed bread mixed with spittle? I have seen it, and

not just then.?®

The diary returns again and again to hunger, shoes, clothing, hygiene,
and the way the Jews went to the ovens like lambs to the slaughter. For a
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long time he could not understand this, Eliezer wrote. After all, “no one can
comprehend it. Why? Why doesn’t a single person rebel? After all, he'll die
either way!” People tried to explain it to him: “One reason was the Jews’ nat-
ural cowardice.” But Eliezer found that unconvincing: “Aryans,” he asserted,
“would behave exactly the same way.” Another explanation that he heard
was that those designated for death were too weak to resist. But that could
not be the case: “In 1943-1944 all a man needed to be selected for death was
a rash or a pimple.” So that was no explanation for why, at that time, when
the people being sent to the gas chambers were not feeble, when they were
not scarecrows with no life left in them, merely empty shells, as Primo Levi
and other survivors would later term the Muselmdnner, they did not rise up
against their oppressors. The truth was, he wrote, that going quietly to one’s
death can be an expression of self-respect. Sometimes he heard, from the
trucks taking prisoners to the gas chambers and crematoria, the sounds of
the “Internationale” and “Hatikvah.” In general, however, prisoners went to
their deaths passively, in “apathy and despair.” It was something he never suc-
ceeded in understanding. He was making the same claim he had made earlier
in the party inquiry, if in a more temperate way.>* He wrote that in January
1944 some eight hundred Jews were selected for the gas chamber. They were
put together in two formerly empty blocks. Two unarmed sentries, prisoners
like themselves, were stationed in each block. There they waited for two days
for the Gestapo’s political department to sign off on the death list. True, each
of the men knew that he was forbidden to leave the block. Each one knew
that a breakout would not accomplish anything. After all, there was still the
electrified barbed-wire fence, the guard towers, and the rest of the warning
and reinforcement system. But there had been successful attempts to break
through those defenses. Storming out of the block and over the fence would
have been a desperate act, but there was at least a tiny chance of succeeding.
Waiting for the trucks meant certain death.

I went in among the doomed men. Some of them were lying on their beds —
sleeping or too weak to move. In the corners and the spaces between the beds
groups of worshippers stood. Some of them approached me, asked that I notify
their friends. They deluded themselves into thinking that some sort of interven-
tion could still save them. Some of them asked to now be repaid for the portions
of food that they had at various times given to friends. Some approached me and
cursed me . . . others shouted: “We wish you success, you'll be our avenger!” A
group of children, about fifteen or sixteen years old, stood in a corner bawling.
An elder French man came up to me and said: “Say something to the children, lie,
but calm them down, for God’s sake!”
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I don’t know what happened to me. My nerves reached a breaking point.
Unconsciously, apparently, I was resentful, intensely resentful of those people
who were going to their deaths without any thought of resistance. I burst into a
speech or shouts, I don’t remember exactly what I said, but I know that I shouted
that I would not lie, that I would not deceive them about their fate, that I wouldn’t
calm them. “You want to delude yourselves up to the last minute! You don’t want
to look your bitter fate directly in the eye! Who is guarding you here? Why are
you sitting quietly? Am I or that kid [one of the four prisoners who were guard-
ing the two blocks] stopping you? Don’t you know what you should be doing?”
At the beginning of this speech of mine, they gathered around me and listened
attentively. Heads rose from the beds. But when they realized what I was talking
about they took their distance from me, each one to his own corner. In a min-
ute I remained alone in the middle of the block. A cold, listless quiet prevailed.
I stopped in the middle of a sentence and took out a cigarette. A head rose from
a nearby bed. “Leave me a bit.” I tossed him the cigarette and went out into the

hallway. No one informed on me.?®

Hope had a paralyzing power, Eliezer maintained. The illusion that things
would work out eradicated any chance of rebellion. It also divided those who
believed that their fate was sealed and they had nothing to lose from those
who thought that hope of surviving the war was not lost. “Why did they go
that way to their deaths?” Eliezer wrote. “After all, they knew where they were
going, why did they go without resisting? After all, they had nothing to lose!”

The Nazis understood very well the value of illusion, Eliezer wrote. From
time to time the Gestapo would start false rumors, especially just before a
selection, or when their informers sensed subversive tension in the camp.
They would tell the prisoners about German defeats at the front, about Italy’s
expected capitulation, about the Allied invasion of Europe, and so on. On the
eve of mass executions or during times of breakouts, the camp leaders would
speak before the Poles and Russians, imbuing them with hope, or would sud-
denly distribute to the Jews letters from Belgium or France indicating that
immigration certificates to Palestine could be obtained for prisoners in the
camps, or letters from relatives full of encouragement and optimism. The
rumors were intended to give hope to those who remained after a section, to
widen the gulf that separated them from those destined for the gas chambers,
and thus to make it easier for the killers to continue to carry out the extermi-
nations in peace and quiet.>®

In this way, he added in his diary, the camp administration undercut what
little chance there was for the success of the escape operations that he had
been involved in. In 1942 he and his collaborators — he did not name them —
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made contact with a Polish prisoner and a Polish civilian who worked in the
camp who were prepared to help organize a breakout. The prisoner came
from the same town as the civilian, and everything was ready. But at the last
minute the contact prisoner pulled out. “It’s not worth the risk,” he said. “The
war will be over in six weeks, and we’ll somehow get through that period.”
Two months later he was sent to the gas chambers, another “victim of hope.”?’
What stands out here is how difficult it was for Eliezer, who viewed himself
as a fighter, an underground operative, an activist, a man who took his fate
in his own hands, for better or worse, to understand the paralyzing passivity
and debility that he described. He offered his readers a complex range of ex-
planations, but fundamentally he disparaged and condemned them all.

He explained the rationale for his own actions in his diary just as he had
done in the legal proceedings. But in his diary entries he had more time to
order his thoughts, to analyze, polish, and sharpen his points. He did not hes-
itate to acknowledge that he had made mistakes, that he had behaved in some
of the ways he had been accused of, but he rejected any suggestion of criminal
culpability. In this he was consistent. That had been his position in both the
Polish and French proceedings, in the latter with the help and advice of legal
counsel. In the diary he offered a more appalling account of the dilemmas
he faced and of the hell of the camp, as if to counter those who would judge
him, to say, let’s see you judge a person who lived and acted in that nightmare
world. As far as he was concerned, his time in the camps was just one segment
of a life devoted to fighting for justice on the side of the weak. Even at Birke-
nau, he wrote, he had had the audacity to do his duty to the prisoners, in the
face of their tormenters.

We don’t know what he wrote in the rest of the diary, but the passages that
were published make it clear that despite some inconsistencies and incon-
gruities in his line of argument and his explanations, he defended himself
ably and fluently. This was not apologetics. He wrote defiantly and candidly
and clearly believed his entire story, even its weak parts. Glasner-Heled and
Bar-On argue that writing the diary enabled him to unburden his heart and
free himself of the weight he carried, to try to gain justification and legiti-
macy, to help readers break through the obstacles that prevented others from
understanding his world. They also claim that the diary reveals a range of his
ways of coping with the horror he had lived through. His style varies as he
attempts to grapple with sometimes contradictory dilemmas. The diary, they
write, contains “complex emotional ambiguity — strength along with weak-
ness. Openness and honesty alongside denial. Vulnerability and surprising
sensitivity alongside toughness and rigidity. Refinement along with trucu-
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lence toward his readers. This complexity of course reflects the situation,”
they write. But, they add, it also reflects his personality: “A man in which all
these oppositions live together, a man of extremes, a man of poles.”?® These
contradictions make the fundamental question all more acute: Who were you,
Leon Berger?

Despite his romance with Stefa and his family’s descriptions of the close-
ness they felt to him, Eliezer continued to feel that the Yishuv was not his so-
ciety, Palestine not his country, Zionism not his dream. This may explain his
father’s efforts on his behalf during two emotional visits he, Yitzhak, made to
Poland in 1947, the first from February 24 through March 7, the second from
September 22 to October 12. News of his arrival spread quickly through the
Jewish community, and he received an emotional welcome at gatherings orga-
nized in places where many Jews lived.

Some 150,000 Jews resided in Poland at the time, most of them repatriates
who had returned after fleeing to the Soviet Union. A minority were survivors
of the Holocaust. Immediately upon his arrival in Warsaw, Yitzhak asked to
be taken to the remains of the ghetto. He had met some of the leaders of the
uprising for the first time in London in 1945. He spoke to the Jews about their
lives in the Diaspora, about the Land of Israel, about what had happened to
Jews around the world during the war. He disputed those who accused the
Zionists of profiting from the catastrophe. Despite all that had happened, he
proclaimed, the world remained unwilling to recognize the right of the Jewish
people to their homeland. The emancipation of the nineteenth century had
solved the problem of the individual Jew, he said; the Jews of the twentieth
century had to fight for a national solution. He always concluded his speeches
with an emotional call for aliyah, immigration to Palestine.

His agenda included meetings with members of the Polish cabinet and
the leaders of the Polish Workers Party, the official name of the Communists.
Among other things, he used these talks to lobby for Polish support for the es-
tablishment of a Jewish state. The pro-Zionist speech later made by Ksawery
Pruszynski, a member of the Polish delegation to the United Nations during
its discussions of the future of Palestine at the UN’s temporary home in Lake
Success, New York, was the outcome of two developments. Poland first had to
be instructed to make such a speech by its “big sister,” the Soviet Union. Sec-
ond, the Polish government had to be convinced that it was in its own inter-
ests to do so. The enthusiasm of Pruszyniski’s eventual speech is attributable
in part to Yitzhak’s efforts during his trips to Poland.*

But Yitzhak did not just engage in the Yishuv’s public affairs. He also lob-
bied for his son. He continued to seek out witnesses who had known Eliezer
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in the camps and who could offer a positive account of his actions there, tes-
timonies that could challenge the conclusions of the earlier party inquiry and
its decision to expel Eliezer.*® In parallel, he spoke with senior Communists
who had served with Eliezer in the party and the underground. There had
been many Jews in the party leadership before the war, and those who re-
mained alive following Stalin’s purge of its leadership and ranks now held key
positions in the Polish party apparatus and government.

Yitzhak told them of his ongoing efforts to obtain testimonies that would
clear his son of turpitude. He probably informed them of the outcome of
the French investigation, but what he stressed was Eliezer’s wish to return
to Poland and participate in the “building of socialism.” Abraham Rosenman
relates that Gruenbaum was received respectfully and politely by Polish lead-
ers, who asked him to convey their greetings to Eliezer, but when it came to
the possibility of Eliezer returning to Poland as a rank-and-file member of the
party, the answer was no.*

The fact that he needed the goodwill of Poland’s Communists did not mit-
igate Yitzhak’s penchant for saying exactly what he thought, even if in doing
so he angered his hosts. At one of the receptions organized during his trips
he told a member of the Bund that he, Yitzhak, had been the only person who
had dared to write in Ha'olam, the official newspaper of the World Zionist Or-
ganization, about the murders of Heinrich Ehrlich and Victor Alter. The two
victims were members of the Bund who were executed on the charge of being
counterrevolutionaries during the purges that Stalin conducted during World
War IL.** No one in Poland dared pronounce the names of these two men in
public. At a meeting of representatives of local and district Jewish organi-
zations, Yitzhak told of the attempts to rescue Jews from the Holocaust, and
their meager success. In the course of doing so he told of a last-minute appeal
he made to Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin just before the Yalta Conference of
February 4-11, 1945, in which he demanded that they bomb the death camps
and their access roads. He related that the American and British leaders had
sent him hypocritical and evasive responses, adding that “the third one did
not deign to answer.”** But the Communists’ refusal to allow Eliezer to return
had nothing to do with Yitzhak’s behavior. It was a product of their view of his
actions and the fear that any association with him and what he represented
would mar the party’s image. The documents that Yitzhak showed them, both
during his visit along with others he later sent, were brought before a party
oversight committee. Eliezer remained a persona non grata in Poland.**

Gruenbaum thus returned empty-handed. It seems improbable that he had
intervened on his son’s behalf at his own initiative. Presumably he agreed to
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do so, with all the personal and public implications it had — only in response
to repeated pleas from Eliezer, and after the father became convinced that
his son had no intention of remaining in Palestine. Eliezer’s determination
indicated great alienation from the cause to which his father and the rest
of the family’s enthusiastic Zionists had devoted their lives. Even the chilly
and humiliating treatment he was receiving from his Polish homeland and
its Communist leadership did not moderate that alienation nor his zeal for
resuming his life in the country of his birth.?®

By the autumn of 1947 it was no longer possible to ignore the growing sus-
pense surrounding the upcoming debate over the future of Palestine in the
UN General Assembly. Jerusalem was already under siege. As a professional
revolutionary, Eliezer was especially sensitive to the tension in the air, and
as a veteran soldier he could catch the scent of gunpowder. He had always
believed that when war came no one should sit on the sidelines. Even though
he had no intention of making his home in Palestine, at the beginning of 1948
Eliezer began, apparently with encouragement from his father (whether that
encouragement was mild or vigorous, we do not know) to look into enlisting
in the Yishuv’s armed forces. There may have been another reason as well —
living up to an unwritten agreement with his father. His father had promised
to do all he could to enable Eliezer to return to Poland, but on condition that if
he did not succeed, Eliezer resign himself to giving up that dream. A revolu-
tionary through and through, living in a proud and pedigreed Zionist home,
as part of mobilized young Yishuv society, Eliezer could not do otherwise but
join the fight.®¢

But the enlistment authorities turned him down. Rumors that spread
through the Yishuv in the months that followed indicated that the military did
not want in its ranks a man who bore the stigma of having been a hated kapo
in Auschwitz. Following World War II, many refugees and survivors from the
Holocaust had arrived in Palestine, and such people constituted a large part of
the Yishuv's fighting forces. But the Yishuv ethos could not accept that kapos
who had helped run the German camps could be heroes. Eliezer did not make
the grade, and it is hardly surprising that no one had time to listen to him or
others like him.*’

But he did not take no for an answer. Yitzhak realized that he would have
to pull some strings. Only an order from high up would enable his son to en-
list. He spoke to Shimon Koch (Avidan), who had commanded the Palmach’s
German Platoon (made up of Jews of Aryan appearance who could penetrate
behind enemy lines) during World War II, commander of the Palmach’s First
Battalion and from December 1947 the commander of the Givati Brigade. When
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Koch did not help he tried another contact, one that was more embarrassing
for him. Frister relates that, just as Yitzhak set aside his self-respect in Paris
to plead for the assistance of Hillel Seidman of Agudat Israel in getting an
immigration certificate for Eliezer, he approached Ben-Gurion and asked him
to order Eliezer’s enlistment. This time Ben-Gurion acceded. At the beginning
of May 1948, Eliezer joined the Jerusalem People’s Guard as a private.®®
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Ramat Rachel,

May 21-22, 1948

THE PEOPLE’S GUARD RESERVE, to which Eliezer was at-
tached, was one of the units that took part in the battles of southern Jerusa-
lem.! The force was called up on May 15, the day British rule came to an end
and the armies of Iraq, Egypt, Syria, and Transjordan invaded Palestine. Over
the course of the next seven days the unit performed guard duty in the city.
On May 22, when the situation worsened at Ramat Rachel, a kibbutz on Jeru-
salem’s southern boundary, the 1pF command decided that a People’s Guard
detachment under the command of Menachem Richman would relieve a force
that had retreated from the settlement.

Ramat Rachel stood on a hill that overlooked the Jerusalem-Bethlehem
road. When hostilities broke out, it found itself at the tip of an enclave,
surrounded on three sides by Arab settlements and forces. To the south lay
Bethlehem, to the east the village of Sur Baher, and to the west the village
of Beit Safafa and the Mar Elias monastery, which served as a forward posi-
tion for the Egyptian army. Only a narrow corridor connected the kibbutz to
the Jewish neighborhood of Arnona and, beyond it, to Talpiot. This corridor
would, within hours of the commencement of hostilities in the area on May
15, turn into the battlefield on which the force led by Richman — “Richie” to
his soldiers — would fight.

On Saturday, May 15, a day after Israel proclaimed its independence, Arab
forces began shelling Ramat Rachel. The shelling continued for the rest of the
week that followed, alternating with attacks by ground forces. At 4 p.m. on
Friday, May 21, heavier bombardment began.? Residential structures, the food
supply warehouse, the school’s dining hall, the bakery, the hayloft, and the
livestock enclosures were badly damaged. Large numbers of cows and chick-
ens were killed, their bloody and twisted carcasses scattered around the barn
and the rest of the settlement.

Under cover of the barrage, an Arab force of 250 approached the kibbutz
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and prepared to attack. The kibbutz’s defenders — its residents and the mil-
itary unit that had been sent there to reinforce them, returned fire, and the
Arab force retreated. By 10 p.m. the defending force reported twelve dead,
major damage to the kibbutz, and fires. Some of the men defending the set-
tlement — inexperienced reservists with little training and no combat expe-
rience — were suffering from shell shock. They were not communicating and
were unable to fight.?

The attacking force consisted of three separate units. One was an Egyptian
army detachment of eight hundred soldiers that had arrived from the south.
It had separated from its mother unit that had advanced along the coast, at-
tacking Ashkelon, the kibbutzim of Negba and Nitzanim, and reaching Ash-
dod. The second component was a company from the Sixth Battalion of the
Arab Legion, the army of the kingdom of Transjordan. This force had been
called in to secure the British retreat from Jerusalem but had not returned
to its base in its home country. The third component was a collection of five
hundred irregulars, some of them from the nearby Arab towns and villages,
which had received arms and training from Arab Legion officers. In addition
to rifles, this combined force was equipped with heavy weapons, including
3-inch mortars, four 3.7-inch cannon, and armored personnel carriers, in-
cluding two that had just recently been captured from the Jewish defenders of
the Etzion Block. The force also had two antitank guns and several tanks.* The
commander of the Egyptian detachment, Colonel ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, headed the
combined force. That the irregulars and the Arab Legion men were willing
to accept the authority of an Egyptian commander was unusual in this war.
Without first coordinating with the Arab Legion command in Ramallah, to
which he was hostile, the Egyptian commander resolved to attack Jerusalem
from the south. The first objective was to take Ramat Rachel.

On Saturday, May 22, at first light, the bombardment resumed and inten-
sified, lasting until 8 a.m. The kibbutz’s internal and external communica-
tions lines, as well as its electrical system, were damaged. At 11 the Arab force
began shelling again, densely and continuously. Some of the charges were
incendiaries. At 12:30 it stopped, allowing the defenders to see that, under
the cover of the bombing, Arab troops had been able to position themselves
just one hundred yards from the fence. On the south and southwestern sides
the outlook was even worse —two Arab squads had penetrated the kibbutz
itself. The defenders threw grenades that hit the attackers and forced them to
retreat, but the general feeling was that the situation was deteriorating. The
local commander tried to regroup his forces but discovered that the fighters
on the western sector had abandoned their positions and gathered in the din-
ing hall, while the untrained and unequipped squad had retreated to Talpiot.®
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Even before the retreat from the western sector, the bombardments and
the injury and damage they caused sapped the morale of the eighty kibbutz
members who were defending the settlement. They called for urgent aid and
reinforcements from the Jerusalem command. Some of the defenders talked
of abandoning the kibbutz. The staff’s operations log is full of both kinds of
messages. The regional commander wanted to send a runner to Jerusalem
headquarters to describe to the officers there how the situation was worsen-
ing. Under the conditions of battle, no one was willing to volunteer for the
mission. He thus decided to go himself, ordering his deputy, a man who lacked
the proper training to lead troops, to execute an orderly retreat if the ground
offensive renewed. Once he arrived at headquarters, the regional commander
was able to impress on his superiors just how grave the situation was. They
began to organize reinforcements without yet knowing that western-sector
defenders had given way and retreated to Talpiot without informing their
comrades fighting on the eastern side. They learned of this only once the re-
inforcing force was ready to set out.®

At 2:50 in the afternoon the shelling turned heavy again. The remaining
defenders were able to make out dozens of Arab troops preparing, under
cover of the bombardment, for an attack from the west, from the direction
of the Mar Elias monastery, while others were advancing from Beit Safafa
under cover of the terraces that lined the hill below the kibbutz. Under the
circumstances, and after learning that the defenders of the western sector
had retreated, the remaining Jewish fighters retreated in the direction of
Arnona and Talpiot.” In their dash through open territory they were easy tar-
gets for Arab snipers, machine guns, and the armored vehicle, all deployed at
strategic locations. The fleeing defenders dodged one source of fire only to en-
counter another.? An entry in the operations log of the regional command at
3:25 p.m. states that the Arabs had broken through into the kibbutz. Another
entry at 4:02 p.m. states laconically, “They have taken Ramat Rachel.” Further
entries say that Arab forces entered the kibbutz and that villagers from Sur
Baher and Beit Safafa entered the kibbutz and looted it, taking whatever they
could find, including the cows and chickens that had survived the shelling.’

The Road to Ramat Rachel, May 22, 1948: 1400 Hours

Ramat Rachel was a point of vital importance, located on the top of a hill
overlooking the road that ran from Hebron through Bethlehem to Jerusalem.
But its fall was more than a strategic loss —it was a blow to the morale of
the Jewish fighters defending Jerusalem and to the fortitude of its besieged
population.*®

Today, our picture of the battle is deficient. We have soldier testimonies,
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memoirs, and a few newspaper reports written at the time, as well as studies
covering the events of the days surrounding the action at Ramat Rachel. But
these do not provide a precise account of what happened. Attempts by com-
batants and the families of those who fell to find out more about what their
comrades and sons experienced in the battle, along with the efforts of schol-
ars and journalists, have failed to produce unambiguous answers to the many
questions the battle raises. While there is, in fact, documentation that could
cast light on the stories of the defenders killed that day and fill in the gaps
about what happened, the Israel Defense Forces Archives make these papers
available only to the families of the fallen and to their designated representa-
tives. Despite the unique moral and public significance of Eliezer’s story, the
archive refused to make an exception to this policy for the purposes of the
present study."

To the best of our knowledge, the Moriah Battalion’s regional reserve,
the force that assembled that morning outside the Ta'amon Café, was called
up to help defend Ramat Rachel when the situation there grew grave. There
was no better-trained force to call in. The soldiers were taken by bus to the
southern edge of Talpiot, where they conducted observations of the terrain
they expected to cross. The soldiers were briefed, their gear checked, and they
prepared to set out.

They began to move south toward the kibbutz in the late afternoon, through
the wadi below Arnona. They could see Jerusalem on its hilltop to their north,
billows of smoke rising from buildings that were in flames. The force was led
by a “sandwich,” an armored pickup truck of Haganah manufacture. Accord-
ing to another account, the soldiers covered this territory in the bus that had
taken them to Talpiot, which does not seem logical. Eliezer and some twenty
other soldiers rode in the armored vehicle, along with Company Commander
Richman and the driver. Everyone in the armored truck, even those who were
not seasoned fighters, knew very well that the vehicle was an ideal target for
the enemy as it trundled slowly, in full daylight, through terrain covered by
enemy forces. The rest of the force proceeded on foot.*

Before long, the Arab troops, dug in at commanding points over the Israeli
force’s path, commenced rifle and machine gun fire. Antitank cannon and bal-
listic shells were also fired at the advancing men. Soon there were casualties.
One shell scored a direct hit on the armored truck, halting it in its tracks and
wounding some of its passengers as well as some of the men walking along-
side and behind it. The regional reserve had been virtually destroyed.'® The
battle report stated that Richman was among the twelve men killed by a shell.
Another source states that a bullet penetrated the vehicle and hit Richman
in the heart. Shlomo Havilio, the battalion’s deputy commander, said in an
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interview with a researcher for this book that “the truck took a direct hit by
a shell, and when the force got out Richie was killed.” Ya'akov Nitzan told us
that Richie, his brother, had been hit in the abdomen inside the armored car;
his intestines came out and he held them in his hand until he was evacuated
to the home of Hugo and Elisheva Boyko, agronomists and pioneers in the
field of ecology, on the southern reaches of Talpiot. He died there. Eli Vald
and Ze'ev Rivlin, who both also rode in the armored truck, also spoke of how
Richman and the driver were hit."* The authors of the battle report wrote that
some twenty-five to thirty soldiers were wounded that day, and that at the
time of the report’s composition some of the dead and wounded were still in
the field because it was impossible to send in men to retrieve them."

A report written sometime later was more generous. It states that Rich-
man’s force set out toward Ramat Rachel in the late afternoon, by bus. Along
the way it was hit by a shell. Men were injured and the force could not pro-
ceed. At that same location a truck used by the People’s Guard that had aban-
doned Ramat Rachel’s eastern sector and was making its way toward the city
was also hit. Most of its passengers were killed or wounded.'® Eliezer was the
force’s machine gunner, a position he received after he told Richman that he
had combat experience from Spain. Compared to the rest of the soldiers in the
force, he was an experienced veteran.

The Road to Ramat Rachel, May 22, 1948: Late Afternoon, Evening

That Saturday morning, Eliezer had stood with the group of soldiers wait-
ing on the sidewalk outside the Ta'amon Café. He and his companions had
then been driven to the edge of Arnona and Talpiot, from which point they
had set out for Ramat Rachel. Their armored truck was hit a short time later.
Richman, their commander, was mortally wounded. Other soldiers were
also injured, among them machine-gunner Gruenbaum."” He took a piece of
shrapnel in his jaw; Ben-Hanan, a journalist who wrote an account of the bat-
tle, said that Eliezer’s face was covered in blood. After being evacuated from
the damaged vehicle, Eliezer took cover and returned fire. The Arab attackers
were at a distance that only the machine gun could reach in an attempt to
silence the sources of the offensive barrage.'®

One of the accounts of the incident states that someone grabbed the back
of his shirt and called out “It’s over, we need to retreat.” Because of his injury,
Eliezer lost consciousness, and “when he woke up from his faint the sun was
already setting. Quickly looking around, he realized that he had been left alone
in the open field. With his remaining strength he turned and began to crawl
northward on all fours, toward the first row of houses, about 500 meters [about
a third of a mile] away. Suddenly his bare head rose, glistening in the sunlight,
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the drone of the bullets from the southeast intensified, and it sounded to him
as if wasps were seeking to make a nest on the back of his neck. He could make
out the edge of Rehaviah [sic]," with its red-roofed houses. A bullet lodged in
his neck and cast his body forward. His Via Dolorosa came to an end.”?°

It is a vivid account, but it is not clear on what sources it is based.?* Were
the soldiers in Eliezer’s force equipped with helmets? If they had helmets,
how would Eliezer’s bald pate have glistened in the sun? At what angle was
the sun during the battle and in the afternoon, and how was Eliezer’s body
oriented toward the sun? These are exasperating questions that could be ig-
nored, were the answers to them not likely to disperse some of the cloud over
the causes of his death.

On the Israeli Ministry of Defense’s official memorial website, the text on
the page devoted to Eliezer is based on material from the 1950s. It tells of his
brief service in the Israel Defense Forces and the circumstances of his death.
The material posted there is written in close cooperation with the families of
the fallen soldiers and thus must be read as an official account agreed on by
these two parties, the family and the ministry:

At the beginning of the War of Independence, he reported for service in the Peo-
ple’s Guard, and when the fighting intensified he volunteered for active service.
His military experience, sound judgment as an older man among younger ones,
his friendliness, and his self-discipline, his justification of the inadequacies in
supplies caused by the conditions of the emerging country’s army in formation,
and the good humor with which he made his comments all did much to raise his
company’s morale. For the most part he served as a machine gunner, and also
served temporarily as a deputy squad commander. . . .

On May 22, 1948 a concerted attack was made on Ramat Rachel and the de-
fenders were desperate. Eliezer volunteered to set out with the reinforcement
platoon and took his machine gun with him. On their way from Talpiot to Ramat
Rachel in an armored vehicle, the vehicle was hit and the company commander
was killed. Eliezer was the first to jump out, covering his comrades’ retreat with
his machine gun. He was hit in the cheek by shrapnel and continued to shoot
and to cover them. He refused to be carried by his fellows and continued to move

back at a crawl, rose up, took a bullet in his head, and fell.?*

In an account he wrote in 1964, Yitzhak Gruenbaum claimed that Eliezer
had also taken part in the battle of Katamon, that he had done guard duty at
various points in the city, and that he raised the spirits of his fellow-soldiers:

When an armored car was sent to Ramat Rachel he asked to go along. Another

soldier also wanted to go, so they drew lots and my son won. He was very
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pleased. In the approach to Ramat Rachel they encountered an Arab ambush,
which opened fire and hit the armored car. The commander was killed. My son
was also wounded as he covered the group with his automatic weapon. During
the retreat, toward an abandoned house in the area, my son suddenly reared up
and at that moment a bullet hit him in the head and he fell.?®

Yitzhak offered a similar story to an interviewer. His son, he said, had been
sent with a group of soldiers to relieve Ramat Rachel, which was under heavy
attack. “The armored car was only a few hundred meters from the kibbutz.
When the Arabs noticed it they opened fire. The commander was killed and
progress was impossible. The soldiers exited the armored car and my son
operated his machine gun. He was wounded a few minutes later and the en-
tire group, along with him, began to approach, at a crawl, a house that stood
nearby. But they could not remain there either so they went out and crawled
again, to a more distant house. Along the way my son got up, for some un-
known reason, and was immediately hit by a deadly bullet.”**

According to Roman Frister, Yitzhak Gruenbaum’s biographer, Eliezer fell
in battle after sustaining two wounds. He first took a hit in the cheek, and
was then hit again as he crawled away from the damaged armored vehicle.
Frister does not say what caused the injuries. He tells his readers that he was
permitted to view Eliezer’s personal file, in which an entry for May 22 states:

Armed with a machine gun, he went to support the Israeli forces at Ramat Ra-
chel. On his way from Talpiot to Ramat Rachel, the convoy of armored vehicles
was shelled. The company commander fell in battle. Eliezer covered the retreat
of his comrades with machine gun fire and continued to fight even after being
wounded in the cheek by shrapnel. When he tried to withdraw at a crawl, he was
hit again and died on the spot.

Frister makes no mention of a bullet in the head, nor does he say whether
Eliezer’s file contains an injury and death report.*® The entries on Eliezer in
two memorial books put out by the Ministry of Defense, Yizkor and Gevilei
Esh, as well as later interviews from the 1960s, cite no source for the circum-
stances of Eliezer’s death or of the additional information they contain — that
he was the first to jump from the damaged vehicle, that he refused to allow
his comrades to carry him, or the reason he got up when he very well knew,
as a battle-tested soldier, what the consequences of standing erect under fire
would be.

We thus have at least two versions of what happened. In one he was killed
when hit by a shell, while in the other he was shot in the head (or, according
to some accounts, in the back of the neck). What is the significance of these
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differences, and what are their sources? Could it be that they are not acciden-
tal variations?

Rumors soon spread that Eliezer had been shot by Jews in revenge for his
crimes as a block chief at Auschwitz-Birkenau. The battlefield, in these ac-
counts, was just a way of covering up the fact. A survivor serving in the same
contingent and who recognized him found an opportunity to take revenge —
perhaps with the help of others. It was said that the rumors first appeared at
the time of his death, and that similar claims were made in broadsides pasted
up in Jerusalem’s ultra-Orthodox neighborhoods, as well as in the tabloid Iton
Meyuhad.?®

Glasner-Heled spoke with Frister, with the journalist Gershon Hendel,
and with an official at the 1DF Archive. All of them claimed that the rumors
were baseless.?” According to Uriel Ben-Hanan, a journalist who wrote about
Eliezer,

The people who were there in the Ramat Rachel battle all testify that the story is
malicious and fabricated. They stated this categorically. . . . A reconstruction of
the battle leaves no doubt as to the way Itche died. Shlomo Havilio, later a mem-
ber of Israel’s foreign service and then deputy commander of the southern sec-
tor of “Operation Pitchfork” [also known as Operation Kilshon, the joint effort by
the Haganah and 1zL to capture British facilities and to connect isolated Jewish
neighborhoods in southern Jerusalem], the man who sent Richie and Eliezer on
their mission, said: “That kid should have received a medal. What bravery! What
spiteful gossip. If such a thing had happened, wouldn't I have heard? What do
they want from him, they should be ashamed of themselves, they are spilling
blood.”?®

Eran Turbiner, who produced a comprehensive study of the battle, spoke
with Ya'akov Nitzan, Richie’s brother, who said “I have dealt with the subject
for years, examined the material in the 1DF Archive, and have found no refer-
ence [to such a story].” Nitzan told Turbiner that he had a hard time believ-
ing that “under conditions of battle and the dispatch of the armored vehicle
that someone would think of doing such a thing.” Reinforcing Ramat Rachel
was a suicide mission, he said, and he wondered how his brother, a very lev-
el-headed person, had agreed to it. He said that the armored vehicle was made
of tin and that several men, Gruenbaum among them, were killed when a
shell hit it. “There was no radio set in the armored car,” he said. “The platoon
commander disappeared. There was total chaos.”*’

Nitzan told us that Richie did not even know the soldiers who set out for
Ramat Rachel on May 22, and that he was assigned to the mission only at that
moment. Nitzan said that he did not know who took command of the force
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after his brother fell. He supposed that the rumors that Eliezer had been “lig-
uidated” were “nonsense spread by the ultra-Orthodox, who wanted to get
back at the father, Yitzhak.”3°

Turbiner also spoke with Havilio, deputy commander of the southern Je-
rusalem sector. While Havilio arrived at the site of the battle only late in the
day, he knew that “it’s nonsense, who could think about such things.” In battle
conditions “there was no way . . . no one could have planned something.”*

Gavriel Tsifroni, then a correspondent for the newspaper Haboger, told
Turbiner that he visited the battlefield that same day. “All the rumors about
a Jew killing him are baloney,” he said. “At the time of the incident no one
said anything [like that].” Ze'ev Rivlin, who was in the armored vehicle with
Eliezer, said that in his opinion Eliezer was hit by the artillery shell. “We had
met each other a week, ten days before it happened, there were really brave
boys there. Eliezer was a very serious guy and I admired him a great deal. I
remember that he read all the time, that he spoke about Spain where he had
fought with the Brigade, but he didn’t say anything about Auschwitz and I'm
hearing from you for the first time that he had been a kapo.”*? Shalom Dror,
Richie’s battalion commander, also said that he never heard the rumor sur-
rounding Eliezer’s death and that in any case “it doesn’t make sense that there
would be an assassination — the attitude toward kapos was negative, but they
didn’t carry out assassinations.”

Eli Vald, who also rode in the armored vehicle, told us that he, like Eliezer,
had only been in the unit for two weeks. Itche, he said, was an introverted
type who did not speak much with people, perhaps because he didn’'t know
Hebrew well. On their way to Ramat Rachel they “took a shell. Richie, the
company commander, was killed, and the leg of the driver flew off. Everyone
who was still alive jumped out of the car and was called to take a position.”
He didn’t remember if they returned fire, perhaps “because they were in an
inferior position,” and “there was chaos after the death of the company com-
mander and there was no one to impose order.” Itche “got out of the armored
car with his machine gun (after the shell hit) and even though they told him to
stay down and crawl (so as not to get hit), he continued to advance erect. Then
he was hit and died.”*® Yehuda Lapidot, who commanded an 1zL force that
fought at Ramat Rachel at a later stage, and who afterward studied the battles,
said, “That whole story is rumors. No one could confirm it. It was known that
they didn’t like him.”**

Some years after his son’s death, Yitzhak sought out Eliezer’s fellow sol-
diers and asked them to recount the battle and disprove the spiteful rumors.
Yosef Ami, commander of Region 4 at the time of the battle, came to his aid.
He located some of the men and inquired about the rumors.** Ami also met
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with Ya'akov Eshed, who had served as commander of the southern Jerusalem
region.’® Eshed, Ami said,

went to Talpiot a few days after your son fell. Your son’s company belonged to
the battalion that Eshed commanded. I asked him if he ever, during the fighting,
had heard a comment from anyone, or any sort of rumor, snide remark, or gossip
regarding the circumstances under which your son fell, and his response was
that throughout the period of the battles he had heard nothing. He knows that
your son fell in the battles at Ramat Rachel inside an armored car hit by enemy
artillery. I asked him if he would be prepared to confirm this testimony in writ-

ing, and he said that he would do so eagerly if you ask him.

Ami took this testimony very seriously, principally because Eshed had be-
come acquainted with the story of the battle as a member of the team that
wrote the IDF’s history of the War of Independence in Jerusalem.

The studies indicate that the force prepared for battle hastily. They note
that the force’s commander was brought in at the last minute, that he had no
acquaintance with the unit, and that the unit itself had been cobbled together
from men who were not fit for such a battle. They also indicate that evalu-
ations of the risk to the force, moving as it would by light of day in a targeted
area, was mistaken. Neither was the vehicle they were assigned appropriate
for the mission. Similar situations were common on other fronts as well. The
testimonies also show that the first strike at the relief force for all intents and
purposes destroyed it. The nature of the unit, with its inexperienced men, its
inability to function after the loss of its commander in the first volley, and the
dysfunction of its other commanders led to a state of total disarray.

The resulting confusion could have stymied any premeditated plan to
strike at Eliezer, but it could also have served as the perfect cover for such an
act. The hurried manning of the force, just before it set out for battle, could
have made it difficult for a person who planned to shoot Eliezer to have an
opportunity to do so, but it certainly does not rule out the possibility that a
man who knew him from the camps, one who by chance encountered him in
these circumstances, might resolve to kill him at the first opportunity. Such a
coincidence might be unlikely, but it is hardly fantastical.

If a man did indeed take advantage of this unique set of circumstances to
get rid of Eliezer, he would not necessarily have advertised what he had done.
Yet given the ideological and emotional charge of such an action, he might
in fact have done so. The spirit of a standard fighting unit would not tolerate
one of its members shooting another in the back, but if such a thing were
to happen, the unit’s men would have good reason to keep the matter a se-
cret until their dying days. But it would be very difficult to keep such a secret
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for so long, especially in an improvised unit in which the men did not have
long-standing ties. So such a secret might well come out in the end.

On the one hand, it seems illogical that a soldier in the unit would delib-
erately kill his unit’s machine gunner, the one man who could respond to
the strafing that the force was receiving from the enemy. On the other hand,
it may well be that logic would not be in play when a former concentration
camp prisoner had a chance to take revenge on a man he viewed as one of
his oppressors. The testimonies are not sufficient to decide the question of
how Eliezer was killed. Even after all that has been said and written about the
case, no one can prove whether or not he was liquidated under cover of battle.
What we have are four possible and contradictory stories.

According to the first, Eliezer fell in battle, killed by enemy fire. In the sec-
ond, he was murdered by one of his fellow soldiers in his unit. In the third, he
behaved suicidally because he could no longer take the pressure he had been
living under. He had in fact hinted at such a possibility in letters he wrote
to Polish Communist friends involved in the Polish party inquiry. Perhaps
he decided that he had nothing more to live for, given that no one seemed
ready to accept him. He was astute enough to understand that, given the
atmosphere he had felt in the Yishuv — an atmosphere that would continue
in the newborn State of Israel —no one would accept him for the foreseeable
future. He might have preferred a hero’s death to a life of mortification.*” A
fourth version combines the previous two. Just before setting out for battle,
his comrades may have placed the proverbial pistol on the table — that is, they
may have indicated to Eliezer that his end was near and that he could take
advantage of the opportunity to die as a hero and clear his name. Eliezer may
have taken advantage of the battle to meet his death.

ELIEZER FELL IN BATTLE in the late afternoon of Saturday, May 22, 1948.
His father spent that morning at an improvised airstrip in the Valley of the
Cross in Jerusalem, waiting for a light aircraft to take him to Tel Aviv. He was
scheduled that evening to sign Israel’s Declaration of Independence, after
the fact and along with other important figures who had been unable to take
part in the official signing. But when the plane finally arrived it was unable
to take him, and he was assured that he could board another plane that was
scheduled to land minutes later. That plane never showed up. He would later
say that it turned out for the best that he missed his trip to Tel Aviv. Instead,
he went home, and was there that evening when emissaries arrived with the
news of his son’s death.

Yitzhak and Miriam were told that their son had fallen on the way to
Ramat Rachel.®® No one else was in the house at the time, and the emissaries
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went on their way once they had done their duty, as protocol dictated. Frister
relates that the couple sat in silence. Yitzhak tried to write something but set
it aside, and Miriam, according to Frister, told him, as if reading his mind:
“Don’t think that, Took [her pet name for her husband]. It’s not your fault.”
Yitzhak did not respond; “And what could he say?” Frister asks. “How could
he pass judgment on the vagaries of fate? Was he supposed to believe that it
was written in heaven? What might have happened had he not moved heaven
and earth to get Itche out of jail in France? Maybe he would still be in prison
but alive?”*

Keta Kol, wife of their neighbor, friend, and Yitzhak’s party colleague
Moshe Kol, told Turbiner that her husband and Yitzhak went to the hospital
to identify the body. They easily found him among a large number of bodies
of men killed in the day’s fighting, thanks to his signature bald head. She did
not remember Moshe telling her anything special about the wounds Eliezer
had incurred. Perhaps he had not said anything, not wanting to trouble her
any more than necessary. A bullet wound to the back of the neck could have
destroyed part of the face. In researching the present work, we were unable
to gain access to Eliezer’s death certificate and thus to find out whether it in-
cludes any details about the nature of the wound.

Frister relates that, as soon as news of Eliezer’s death began to spread, the
telephone in the Gruenbaum home did not stop ringing. Friends wished to
offer their condolences. Because of the battles, and the blackout ordered for
security reasons, people did not go out on the street at this hour.

Rivka and Yonatan, who were living in Tel Aviv, received the news by tele-
phone. Rivka related that her father-in-law told her that, after receiving the
news, “they closed up the apartment. They didn’t want to see anyone. They
spent three days alone in the house, fasting, they barely ate, crying on one
another’s shoulders. The only person they allowed in was Stefa.”*°

The rumors reached Stefa while she was doing the evening shift at the
hospital where she worked as a substitute nurse. She ran to the Gruenbaum
home. It was close to 8 p.m. when she got there. She knocked on the door, and
Miriam opened it. The two women fell into each other’s arms. Yitzhak sat in
the living room. When he heard the voices he got up, approached, and invited
Stefa to sit with them, to mourn and be consoled. Stefa refused.

Other details about what happened at that time come from fragments of
things that other members of the family later heard from Yitzhak and Mir-
iam. What is certain is that Stefa returned to her apartment on Ben-Yehuda
Street, about a ten-minute walk from the Gruenbaum apartment on Abra-
banel Street. Her brother Adek was waiting for her there —he had heard
about Eliezer and knew that his sister would be frantic and in need of sup-
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port. Third- and fourth-hand reports offer some indication of what they said
to each other, and indicate that, like Eliezer’s parents, Adek did his best to
calm Stefa. Stefa, according to these accounts, felt that she had no strength
to begin again and that nothing could console her. Brother and sister agreed
that they would attend the funeral together, once they learned when it would
be held.*

A short while after Adek left her, Stefa Rosenzweig killed herself.**
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Postmortem:

Israel, the First

Decades

FOLLOWING ELIEZER’S DEATH, his family sought a way to
honor his memory. The family of every fallen soldier feels this need — cre-
ating a memorial to a son who fell in battle is an integral part of how parents
and siblings cope with their overwhelming sorrow. It is also an important
part of the way that the society that sent the soldier into battle constructs its
communal ethos. This was especially the case for the new State of Israel. Its
people viewed themselves as reliving the divine command to Abraham: “Get
you out of your country . . . to the land that I will show you, and I will make
of you a great nation.” They saw what they believed as the great promise of
their future as inextricably linked to their history in their ancestral land, to
which they were now returning and settling following a bloody War of Inde-
pendence with its myriad acts of personal and collective heroism.

The Israelis who took up the question of how the nation should honor its
fallen looked both to Jewish tradition and to the ways other countries me-
morialized their soldiers. It was an especially difficult task because Israelis
were still mourning their dead from “there,” from the Holocaust and World
War, when they suffered new losses “here,” in their new home. The task was
also complicated by the fact that the fallen came from a multiplicity of ethnic
groups, cultures, traditions, and languages. The new country had to rapidly
forge a consensus about an issue that was laden with profound pain. It needed
a concept of the proper way to establish physical memorials —headstones
for individuals in cemeteries and monuments to groups of soldiers on battle-
fields. And ways needed to be found to provide for the spiritual side of memo-
rialization — for example writings about the fallen and memorial anthologies.
These discussions took place both on the level of the government and in civil
institutions, such as the kibbutz movements, among local authorities, and as
part of spontaneous initiatives by writers and intellectuals.

When Eliezer’s body was moved from the temporary cemetery at Sheikh
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Bader to the official military cemetery in Jerusalem,' his new resting place
was marked with the standard headstone. But the family sought a further way
to perpetuate his memory. Three national and literary projects to memorial-
ize soldiers had taken form while the war was still being fought. The most im-
portant was the book Yizkor (Remember) — the name is that of the traditional
memorial service for the dead. It contained biographies and photographs of
4,797 of the approximately 6,000 Israelis who fell in battle. The first volume
was published in 1955 by the Ministry of Defense.?

The second literary project was Gevilei Esh (Scrolls of fire), an anthology of
works written by 455 of the fallen, published in three volumes between 1952
and 1961. Of the men and women memorialized in the book, 367 were either
native-born or had come to Palestine prior to 1939. Another 77 had arrived be-
tween 1940 and 1947; only 11 had arrived in 1948. Many were officers, and only
37 of them had less than an eighth-grade education.®

Gevilei Esh received much more attention than did Yizkor. It style was more
vivid and captivating, and it was, by nature, less repetitive than the other
work. Some of the soldiers included were excellent writers. The overall im-
pression was that they were the best of the best.

A third project was Levavot Dovevim: Avot al Banim sheNaflu (Speaking
hearts: Fathers on sons who fell), an anthology of pieces written by the fa-
thers of the fallen, published by the 1pF publishing arm Maarachot in 1957.
The writers were largely men who had long lived in the Yishuv, including the
fathers of some of the most prominent figures memorialized in Gevilei Esh.*

Private memorial projects produced a literature that formulated what
has been called “the melting pot of Israeli collective memory,” an authentic
and spontaneous expression emerging from civil society, voicing its agonies,
doubts, and aspirations.® As with Gevilei Esh, this genre was devoted by and
large to the Sabra, as native-born Israelis were called. One example was
BeHayeihem: Klil Demuyot miMilhemet haShihrur (In their lives: A wreath of
figures from the War of Independence), a work devoted to the native-born,
edited by the poet Anda Amir and illustrated by an artist and beloved author
of Hebrew children’s books, Nahum Gutman.® Another example is the memo-
rial erected at Neta'im, a moshav (semi-collective farming village), emblazoned
with the motto “To our sons! Your heroism is seen as a legend and the people
sing your glory.”” Memorials such as these well expressed the public mood and
the Israeli populace’s feelings about the generation of warriors who had fallen
in battle. It was a society that appreciated and admired the heroism of its
fighting men and their contribution to the establishment of the Jewish state.

This was the context in which the Gruenbaums sought a way to memori-
alize Eliezer — that is, they wished to integrate their private mourning with
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their country’s collective memory. Yitzhak maintained that, in addition to
Eliezer’s inclusion in the Yizkor project, his writings should be published.
When he heard about the plans for Gevilei Esh, he asked its editorial board to
include Eliezer, offering them his son’s article “The ‘Colonial’ Commercial Net-
work of the Ancient Jews,” as well as selections from Eliezer’s diary BeHatzerot
haMavet, in which he wrote about his experiences in Auschwitz and Birkenau.

We can only conjecture how the editors reacted to Yitzhak’s suggestion,
given that they must have heard both the rumors about his actions in the
camps and about the circumstances of his death. What could they have
thought when Yitzhak offered them passages in which Eliezer explained his
conduct in that hell? The 1pF and Defense Ministry archives say that their files
do not include the correspondence between Yitzhak and the editorial board.
The literary archive Genazim’s file on Reuven Avinoam, the chief editor, con-
tains nothing relating to his work on Gevilei Esh.

But a small group of people were aware of the behind-the-scenes struggle
between Yitzhak and the book’s editors. In the end, Eliezer’s writings were
included in the volume, but only, according to journalist Nahum Barnea, fol-
lowing “nerve-wracking lobbying by the father” and the pressure he, Yitzhak,
put on Ben-Gurion.?

Yitzhak’s plea initially faced resistance because of the feeling that people
like Eliezer should not be allowed into the elitist, mythical pantheon of the
fallen, which was rightfully a place for the clean and pure. But there were also
convoluted personal issues involved, in which Avinoam, to his misfortune,
played a major role.

Avinoam himself was the bereaved father of a soldier, Noam Grossman.
After his son fell, in the battle of Atarot north of Jerusalem, Reuven Gross-
man changed his name to Avinoam, meaning “father of Noam.” The soldiers
memorialized in Gevilei Esh appeared in alphabetical order, such that Noam
Grossman would have appeared in the book beside Eliezer Gruenbaum. It was
more than Reuven Avinoam, the book’s editor, could bear. He did not want
Eliezer the kapo in the book, and certainly not side by side with his hero son.’

But this time Yitzhak won his battle and got his son’s biography and writ-
ings included in the first volume of Gevilei Esh. It may well be that Ben-Gurion
made his position clear to Defense Ministry officials, who passed the message
on to the book’s editors.’® On August 6, 1952, a short time after the first volume
appeared, Gruenbaum wrote a letter to its editors.

To the Department for Memorializing Soldiers in the Ministry of Defense,
Dear Friends!

You have erected a fine monument to our sons and daughters who have, with
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their blood, granted us independence and freedom — an eternal monument.
Future generations will know about the lives, thoughts, and aspirations of those
who sacrificed themselves on the altar of the nation and homeland.

1 was especially happy that you included in this monument-book not only
my son’s article but also his writing about the death camp, which he survived as
if so that he could die for his people in their war of independence.

I am truly grateful to the department, and especially to the editor of Gevilei
Esh, R. Avinoam.

Only the father of a son who fell in battle could produce an eternal
monument-book of this sort.

Sincerely,
Y. Gruenbaum

The letter makes no reference to the controversy. However, addressing
Avinoam directly, referring to his tragedy, and thanking him explicitly for
including passages from Eliezer’s diary in the book can be seen, if only barely,
as an acknowledgment of the difficulties the editor had to cope with, in par-
ticular his decision to leave Noam next to Eliezer. But Gruenbaum seems to
have been incapable of comprehending the disparity between his conception
of the right thing to do and what others thought.

In 1961, Auschwitz survivor Yehiel De-Nur, writing under the pen name
Ka-Tzetnik, published his novel They Called Him Piepl, the third installment
in a trilogy that included two other books, Sunrise over Hell (Salamandrah in
Hebrew) and House of Dolls. That same year he testified at the trial of Adolf
Eichmann in Jerusalem, where he referred to Auschwitz as “another planet”
before fainting on the witness stand.'? Originally named Yehiel Feiner, De-Nur
had been a pious boy at the Chochmei Lublin Yeshiva before being sent to
Auschwitz-Birkenau in 1943. He stayed there through liberation in February
1945. He wrote Sunrise over Hell in a displaced persons camp in Italy. When
he arrived in Israel the book was translated from Yiddish into Hebrew and
shocked readers with its graphic and explicit depictions of the horrors of the
camps. His pseudonym, which means “prisoner” or “camp inmate,” was meant
to indicate his faceless new identity, just one of millions of prisoners. He con-
tinued to write, producing a series of books that were no less provocative and
titillating.*®

They Called Him Piepl tells the story of a prisoner named Prochtenbaum
from his arrival at Auschwitz-Birkenau through his appointment to the po-
sition of assistant block chief and his accession to the position of block chief.
De-Nur portrays him through the eyes of several other prisoners, focusing
on his horrible deeds and, in particular, his brutalization of pious Jews. The
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language is direct and physically explicit. Like Eliezer in his diary, he did not
omit a single detail and had no mercy on his readers. (While the story takes
place largely in Birkenau, the characters often speak of “Auschwitz” as a ge-
neric term for the entire complex of camps.)

Prochtenbaum would have a great career here in Auschwitz, Mony considered.™*
When they brought Prochtenbaum to the camp, he himself was already the piepl
[sex slave] in block 82. Immediately upon arrival, on the first day, Prochtenbaum
wept copiously: “Outside I was a famous person.” Everyone in the camp says that
outside he had been a big millionaire or a famous man. “If you can say that you
helped me, all doors will open for you after the war,” Prochtenbaum promised
him. Mony quickly brought him his portion of soup from his little room. Not
because doors would open for him after the war, but simply because he could
not bear Prochtenbaum’s tears. They moved but also disgusted him. Because
what prisoner at Auschwitz cried on the first day because of an extra portion of
soup? Then Prochtenbaum began to suck up to the block chief —he beat weak
prisoners. At his own initiative, he imposed order while soup was being passed
out without anyone asking him to do so. The block chief immediately saw that
he was a born block orderly. Prochtenbaum rose to the rank of chief orderly, but
that still wasn’t enough for him. At every opportunity he did his best to display to
Ludwig Tin, the camp elder, his talents and aptitude for being a block chief him-
self. He'd without a doubt get there, but on the day they made Prochtenbaum a
block chief, this camp would be inundated with more blood than all the circles of
Auschwitz taken together. Because who knows if he would not want to prove to
the Germans that he was capable of serving them as camp elder? It was obvious
that Prochtenbaum had decided to make himself a great career at Auschwitz, at
any price, and it was evident with what resolve his polished boots were march-
ing toward that goal of his."®

At Birkenau, Prochtenbaum served as chief assistant to Bruno, the chief
of Block 10. Mony was one of Bruno’s piepls, giving him an opportunity to be-
come acquainted with Prochtenbaum, take stock of his character, and show
the reader that even the “traders'® can’t stand him, and justifiably so.” Accord-
ing to Mony, “he is an inflated toady, a nauseatingly smooth-talking ass-licker
of his superiors and a trampler with his boots of those subordinate to him.”"’

He harbored a special hatred of religious Jews, Mony wrote. His eyes
“blazed with a strange, distinctive fire when a religious Jew fell into his hands.
All the more so if it were a rabbi!” Anytime anyone reminded him that he was
the son of Prochtenbaum, the important Zionist leader, “he was overwhelmed,
to the loss of his senses, with a murderous fury. . . . Prochtenbaum would be
struck with madness when anyone pronounced his family name. He sought to
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uproot everyone who knew who he was.” It was difficult to understand why
he craved “to immerse his name in a river of blood . . . perhaps he feared that
his pedigree would be an obstacle to his career at Auschwitz, and maybe he
did not want a single person who could tell of his exploits at Auschwitz to
survive. At any rate, the name Prochtenbaum provoked his rage just like a red
cloth incites a wild beast. ‘Mr. Chief Orderly’ was what he would be called —
nothing else!”*® In almost every transport that arrived in Auschwitz there was
someone “who was dazzled by sparkle of the Prochtenbaum name, and they
fell victim to him like flies to honeyed poison. From each transport Prochten-
baum chose a victim as an example, so that all the others would see and know
that he was not to be called Prochtenbaum but rather ‘Mr. Chief Servant!"”
Mony goes on to tell how Prochtenbaum abused a rabbi with “sport”:

On the other side of the main road, Prochtenbaum recited a selection of the rules
of “sport” to a group of prisoners. No doubt a new transport. One of them may
well have again fallen happily into his hands, having known him “outside.” . . .
Every “prominent” [prisoner with seniority] in Auschwitz had his own personal
obsession. Prochtenbaum had no sooner been made a “prominent” than he got
the compulsion to shout “Rrrrrebitzin! Rrrrebitzin! What have you done all your
life?” He'd grind his teeth. “I'm sure you haven’t had any exercise. Now we’ll have

»19

you do some calisthenics. It’s healthy. Skip-jump, skip-jump.

Another of the book’s characters imagines how Prochtenbaum’s father
would feel when he learned what his son had done:

He'll probably be the first to come to Auschwitz at the end of the war to wallow in
the dust, and the first to stone his son’s hung carcass. And his son is himself. Poor
Prochtenbaum! For the rest of his life he will believe that he fashioned his son’s
club with his own hands. He will not know how he should eulogize and mourn.
To the end of his days he will no doubt roam, dressed in sackcloth and with ashes
on his forehead, ashes from the furnace, of Jews his son murdered before their
time. A son, after all, is an organ of his father’s body, just like fruit is an organ of
a tree. All the more so when those he killed became his victims largely because
they pronounced the name of his father. How many Jews might still be alive had
the father of chief orderly Prochtenbaum been a small businessman, a cobbler,
or the beadle of a synagogue. Who knows how many Jews might still be alive had
Prochtenbaum, the Zionist leader, been childless?*®

Articles in the daily press mediated between De-Nur and his readers,
drawing the latter’s attention to the boldest, sharpest, and juiciest parts of
his texts, telling the public whom this horrifying character, son of a Zionist
leader, was based on.
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Who is Prochtenbaum? The religious weekly newspaper Panim el Panim
asked the question in an article headlined “The Son of the Zionist Leader,
Who Sent Jews to the Furnaces.” Was he a fictional character, simply a ge-
neric kapo?

A few days later [following the book’s publication] we sat with Ka-Tzetnik. We
spoke about his character Prochtenbaum and he said, “No, I don’t manufacture
characters, symbols. I try to present the facts as they were. Very frequently,
when I read what I have written, it seems to me that the text is still insipid, that
it’s still not what it ought to be.”

“Let’s say it: Prochtenbaum is a man who lived and acted and did what he did.
Prochtenbaum junior is the son of Prochtenbaum senior. Both the father, the
eminent Zionist leader, and the son as well, are part of factual reality.”*"

And then we recalled —it was in the final days of the war. The crematory
smoke spread until it reached us. Those who spent months calming the winds,
those who demanded that we not latch on to rumors had to confess. They did not,
of course, confess to their horrible error of trying to keep the Holocaust silent.
All they did was convene mass meetings and condemn with literary language
those who went to the furnaces with a prayer on their lips [rather than rebel].

They began to turn the greatest atrocity of all generations into a myth.

The reference in the last paragraph is to the statement released by the Jew-
ish Agency Executive on November 24, 1942, which declared that a systematic
and large-scale project to murder the Jews was under way. A debate ensued
in the Yishuv, and various officials charged that the community’s leaders,
Yitzhak Gruenbaum among them, had known about what was going on and
had maliciously concealed that information from the public.*?

The greatest of these silencers, and the greatest of the speakers at such
protest and mourning rallies, the newspaper explained to its readers, was the
man that the book named Prochtenbaum senior. After the war, the newspaper
added, a rumor spread that “Prochtenbaum” had been captured and arrested
as a war criminal and would be hanged. What did the father do?

“Prochtenbaum” senior, a man with excellent connections in the “Jewish Agency
Executive in Jerusalem,” did not don sackcloth and ashes. He put on diplomatic
garb and set out on a special plane to save his son. He saved him and brought
him here. Some say that the son fell in one of the difficult battles of the War of
Independence. The father hung a picture of him over his work desk. There were
those who saw to it that a “literary work” by the son would be included in the
book Gevilei Esh, which collected the works of the holy and pure martyrs who fell
in the War of Independence.?®
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Panim el Panim also told its readers about the backstory to Gevilei Esh. Some
had tried to conceal the affair, and others thought it should be disregarded
on the grounds that Eliezer’s death had atoned for his sins. But “a writer, a
grieving father, who found his martyr son’s literary testament placed next to
the ‘work’ of ‘the leader’s son, was so distressed that he fainted. Since then he
has not touched Gevilei Esh.*

“Everyone acknowledges that every detail, every special revelation of the
days of horror, requires learning a lesson, reaching conclusions,” the news-
paper wrote, and of course the “Prochtenbaum atrocities” were no exception.
It was vital to find out “how it happened that a son who grew up in such a Zi-
onist, national home became what he became? How could it be that the father
and national leader carried on his fatherly connection to this son?”%*

The weekly asked a famous rabbi — whose name it did not give —to ex-
plain the phenomenon. He, the paper reported, had been

as white as a sheet, his hands trembling, when he said: “There is much discus-
sion among us today about the problem of the attitude of patriotic young people
in Israel to the Jews of the Diaspora, to the Jews of the Exile. It is no secret that
many young people do not like these Jews, especially those who look outwardly
like Diaspora Jews. It is known that there are “Sabras” who use the term “Soap” to
refer to Diaspora types. Have we given any thought to the fact that we ourselves

are bringing up, God forbid, such “Prochtenbaums”?>®

It would be wrong to join a “conspiracy of silence,” the newspaper as-
serted. Holocaust researchers should take a close look at the incident and ask
“what will such a phenomenon lead to?” The ancient Jewish sages explicated
the verse from Leviticus “She shall profane her father,” saying that the root
of a child’s wickedness lies in his father’s house, in the way he was brought
up. Prochtenbaum had been the son of “the leader,” not just a kapo. “He was a
phenomenon, a phenomenon that demands investigation.”?” A kapo who had
grown up in a secular Zionist family. Now, in our young country, the news-
paper asked, with the kind of education and environment the Sabras were
growing up in, who will put us on the right path?

The newspaper cited further passages from the book, categorized by atroc-
ity, with explanatory subheads. It concluded the article with an imputed,
chilling, baseless, and not at all accidental link to current events:

The big trial that opened this week [the Eichmann trial] may recount the atroci-
ties committed by the gentiles in the Holocaust. But it is our duty to relate — with
all the piercing pain it causes — those same bloody and wounding phenomena.

We must do so for our own sake and for our future.
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The attempt to cover up these revelations is like the attempt to keep the Holo-
caust under wraps in the years 1940-1943.
Intellectuals, educators, and scholars must address this phenomenon called

“Prochtenbaum.” Was the procht [fruit] really an offspring of the baum [tree]?*®

Herut, the daily newspaper of the Revisionist party of the same name, led by
Menachem Begin, also waded into the storm. Its editor, Isaac Rembah, ended
the mystery. He headlined his article with a reversal of the famous verse from
Jeremiah 28 about how the sins of fathers are visited on their children. His
piece, which appeared in the issue of September 10, 1961, was entitled “When
Not Fathers but Sons Eat Sour Fruit.” It addressed “Ka-Tzetnik’s shocking and
wonderful” book, published not long ago. Anyone who had not yet read it
“indubitably lacks something for the deepening of his Jewish awareness, and
should quickly make up for this deficit.”

Rembah wrote that he “found himself facing in astonishment one of the
book’s most repugnant characters, that of a Jewish block chief by the name
of Prochtenbaum.”?® We cringe, he wrote, each time that Ka-Tzetnik opens a
window through which one of the chambers of the inferno could be viewed.

But Prochtenbaum, the brutal block chief who beat his racial brethren over their
heads, who battered a saintly rabbi, took joy not only in doing the will of his
sadistic Nazi commanders, but also in anticipating their wishes, in going above
and beyond and multiplying his schemes to extract what little life remained in
the body of a Jewish boy, who took masochistic [sic] pleasure from all kinds of
agonies that he added those on their final marches to the gas chambers. This
Prochtenbaum infinitely nauseates and infuriates us.

Were we to encounter him now, we would tear him to shreds, we would
cut off pieces of his impure body and throw them to the dogs. There is no end
to, no measure of the bitterness in our souls, to the anger confined within us
against this cruel man, who we view as 77 times worse that the lowest of the Nazi

carnivores.

Could it really be, Rembah asked, “that this reprobate emerged from the
womb of a Jewish mother?” He did not leave his question unanswered:

The more we read about this Prochtenbaum and his exploits, the more we sud-
denly feel as if the earth were opening up before us and we are falling into it and
losing consciousness — after all, most of us know who this Prochtenbaum is. We
know his parents, his father, his relatives, the members of his family. He is the
son of a great Zionist leader, famed throughout the Jewish world. And you do
not know what is greater, the pain or the disgrace. Sorrow or fury. Lord of the

Universe, Lord of all Souls! Why are you so cruel to your children?
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In the second half of his piece, Rembah surveyed a series of cases in which
sons and daughters shamed their parents and families. These are offspring
and heirs “who dishonor the names of their fathers, who wallow in moral
offal, who desecrate all that is sacred to the rock from which they are hewn,
who knock down with abandon all fences, who cast off all restraints and even
leap into the enemy camp in order to exacerbate the agonies of the nation
from which they came.” Where did “such errant children [get] all this ram-
pant evil and corruption?” They clearly, Rembah maintained, “did not inherit
these horrible deviances from their fathers.” If so, then “how did this cancer-
ous venom get into their blood and poison their bodies, penetrate the most
hidden cells in their souls and spread into every vein and muscle, into the
brain and heart?”

What is the connection between all this rampant evil and corruption and
what the errant child received from his parents? Rembah asked. What did he
take from his home and his school and the street? Who knows “what alleys
he wandered through and what he took in and absorbed from there?” How,
then, might it be possible to explain “the horrifying tragedy that befell a man
beloved by the entire nation, Theodor Herzl?” Why was fate so cruel to him
“in taking from him and from his nation all three of his children, that led
all of them on twisted paths, that cast them down into cesspools outside the
bounds of society, that violently shook their souls and dumped them into the
maw of contradictions and mental tortures and even compelled them to peer
beyond the normal world, to the point that the Devil came and put an end to
the miserable and depressing lives of all three? But Satan even pursued the
daughter’s son and took his senses from him and led him to suicide.”

But then was there any lack of orphans who grew up into whole and ideal
adults, good and honest, beneficial to society and loyal to their people and
homeland? Was there any shortage of children from broken homes who grew
up “in an atmosphere of hatred and poverty and filth, but nevertheless suc-
cessfully and unfailingly battled with all their strength against the forces of
destruction and defeated them?” Herzl was not the only man to suffer such
a catastrophe, that his own issue brought disgrace on him. There were also
two great Jewish authors, “of enormous talent, both of them with their feet
planted firmly on the land of the Jewish nation, who gave the nation the best
of their work, from the gift that God bestowed on them,” Rembah continued,
laying the foundation of his thesis. Nevertheless, the sons of Mendele Mocher
Sforim and L. L. Peretz, “two young men who grew up in Jewish homes and ab-
sorbed a Jewish atmosphere rejected their origins, turned their backs on their
people and religion, cast off the faith of their race as if it were a repulsive and
overly-heavy load, and took refuge in the religion of Jesus.” Herzl’s son Hans
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did the same. Moreover, the families of Mendele Mocher Sforim in Odessa
and I. L. Peretz in Warsaw, unlike Herzl’s, were not broken ones.

But such troubles were not only the lot of Jews. It happened to “the best of
the gentiles” and “caused their families painful tragedies.” There was no easy
answer to the “caprices of fate,” Rembah explained. For example, Winston
Churchill’s daughter, Sarah, had not been an honor and a glory to her parents.
She was a chronic alcoholic who misbehaved on the street and in bars, shat-
tering bottles of whiskey and throwing glasses at the patrons of nightclubs.
She tottered through the streets of London drunk and caused public scandals.
From time to time policemen arrested her as she rained blows on their heads.
That was the daughter of Churchill, “for whom the world was his footstool,
who had done so much for his people and country and all of humanity. A
statesman and writer and educator of his people, a man of many talents, by
the grace of heaven endowed with faculties. One of the first, perhaps the very
first, of the world’s great men that has been crowned by all.” Yet he, too, saw
his personal life crash down before his eyes. He, “discerning and wise, charm-
ing and active, perceptive and farsighted, who trampled millions of enemies
under his feet, who led the world in days of crisis with determination and
genius, failed utterly in his own home.” Had he kept anything from his daugh-
ter? Had he not given her the most advanced education? Had he not imbued
her with his spirit, sent her to fine schools, ensured that she live among the
good and noble? Rembah asked questions to which the answers were evident.

He offered his readers another example. Some of Franklin Delano Roose-
velt’s sons kept him up at night and caused his wife, the no less honorable
Eleanor, pain and agony. Roosevelt, too, was a great man, one of the pillars of
human society of the last generation.

The most awful example, Rembah wrote, as he continued his nightmare
journey, was the accomplished and celebrated British statesman Leopold
Amery, one of the architects of the British Empire and a member of many
cabinets. Yet his son, a scion of the nobility and one of the most famous fig-
ures of the interwar period, had brought disaster and disgrace on his father
and his family. At the start of World War II, “when Hitler rose up to conquer
the world and to destroy Britain and its Empire,” the son defected and went to
serve the fithrer in Germany, working in the Nazi propaganda effort. After the
war he was captured by the Allies, brought to trial for treason in England, and
executed. No less. “How did Leopold Amery’s son come to such convolutions?”
Rembah asked. All these fathers, he said, certainly asked, “What sin have I
committed for a son like that to be born to me?” Here Rembah completed his
list of famous figures whose children had brought ignominy and disaster on
their peoples.
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As harsh and shocking as the Prochtenbaum case might be, as yet no “hon-
est man, who is not consumed by resentment and a desire for revenge,” would
attribute “the abominations committed by the son to his parents.” Such par-
ents deserve “pity and consolation. And some say that in such cases silence is
fitting. Why probe the unhealed wounds of parents who have been afflicted
by heaven while they still bleed?” Rembah, too, imposed an obligation of si-
lence on himself. True, “a number of things happened with this kapo, who
survived the valley of death, after the curtain fell on the horrifying drama of
the annihilation. Something that does not give even me any rest. There is no
choice but to speak of it in public,” he promised his readers.

Two weeks passed before Rembah brought before his readers, on Septem-
ber 24, 1961, the matter that disturbed his sleep. Its headline was “What Is
the Connection between Prochtenbaum and Gevilei Esh?” Rembah informed
his readers that on the eve of the Yom Kippur fast three men — Yisrael Amir,
head of the Defense Ministry’s Personnel Division; Lieutenant Colonel Moshe
Averbuch, head of the Commemoration Department; and the poet Reuven
Avinoam, editor of the ministry’s literary projects — visited Israel’s presi-
dent, Yitzhak Ben-Zvi, and his wife, Rachel Yanait. The three presented the
first couple with a copy of the third volume of Gevilei Esh. The president and
his wife were the parents of a fallen soldier — their son Eli had been killed
in the War of Independence, and writing by him had been included in these
volumes.

While he did not want, God forbid, to say anything bad about the project,
Rembah noted that not every fallen soldier who had left behind literary or
artistic works had been included in these volumes. It seemed suspicious to
him that so few of the young men and women who had fallen in the war and
who had belonged to 1zL and LEHI (two right-wing underground forces, the
former headed by Menachem Begin, the veterans of which formed the back-
bone of the Herut Party) had been included in Gevilei Esh. Could it be that
“only a few, who can be counted on the fingers of two hands, among the many
hundreds of heroes who had been members of 1zL and LEHI, had left behind
diaries or letters of the quality necessary to serve as an example for future
generations?”*°

“I took the two previous volumes of Gevilei Esh, published by the Israeli
government, off my bookshelf,” he wrote, and

with awe and reverence we leafed through the pages of these two thick volumes,
reading the names and diaries and letters and writings of all sorts of fallen sol-
diers, all of them pure heroes and martyrs who in life belonged to various move-

ments — but in the hearts of all beat an unbridled love for their Hebrew nation
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and homeland. In the name of this love, which burned in their souls, they set out
to fight, knowingly putting their lives in danger, marched with their weapons to
places where they knew for certain that death lay in wait for them.

The Ministry of Defense was right to labor to commemorate them with
Gevilei Esh, Rembah wrote, in keeping with the intentions of those who had
initiated the project, who wrote: “to shape the image of the generation as a
whole, the moral and spiritual image of the fighters.”

As Rembah perused the three volumes before him,

suddenly, as if a lightning bolt had struck me, you read the biographical note of
one of them, and your mouth opens wide in astonishment and anger — what is
this one doing here? Such a biography has no parallel in these 1,200 pages. It’s
entirely exceptional and as you read each line your astonishment grows. How
did such a biography end up here? No, this is not its place, someone was engaging
in black humor, making a bad joke by bringing “an idol into the sanctuary.”

Who decided “to include this one among our wonderful young people, who
not only died heroically but also lived purely, loyally, loving their homeland?”
Rembah urged his readers also to take alook at Prochtenbaum — as he decided
to call Eliezer in this article as well — and decide for themselves. He went on
to summarize Eliezer’s story.

While the Communists were allies of the Nazis, following the Molotov-
Ribbentrop Pact and the partition of Poland between Germany and the UssR,
“the war against the Nazis was not Prochtenbaum’s war.” While he was a
member of the Jewish people, the fate of his fellow Jews who were rotting in
the ghettos that the Nazis set up did not interest him. Afterward he was de-
ported to Auschwitz, but “there, seeing the suffering of the members of his
people, their agonies, there too the Jewish spark did not light up within him.”

After citing several passages from Ka-Tzetnik’s book, Rembah returned to
Gevilei Esh and “Prochtenbaum’s” biography. He recounted his brutal deeds
and his story until “his father, the great Zionist leader” brought him to Jerusa-
lem. He told of Prochtenbaum’s enlistment in the army and how he fell in the
battle of Ramat Rachel. “Take note,” he wrote, “of an interesting detail in the
biography, as we read in Gevilei Esh— he did not take advantage of his family
connections for his own gain.” What a great deed Prochtenbaum performed at
the end of his life, Rembah marveled. What exactly was the meaning of this
declarative gesture? he taunted the father, who had helped write the biogra-
phy. “There are many versions of the way he died running around. But we
will accept the official version of the biographer —he was felled by an Arab
bullet,” Rembah declared, while at the same time making a reference to the
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rumor that Eliezer had been killed by his comrades-in-arms.** “Had it been
proper to include selections from Prochtenbaum’s diary among the writings
of these gifted people?”

In one passage, which Rembah quoted in such an abbreviated form as to be
nearly incomprehensible, he asked whether the book’s editors thought that
this was a fitting message to convey to future generations: “There, too, in the
face of the deaths of his brethren, the members of his own people,” [Proch-
tenbaum was first of all a Communist]. “His heroes and friends were the Rus-
sians, and when he heard the anthems that people sang on their final journeys
he gave priority to the ‘Internationale’ and only afterward heard ‘Hatikvah.
Characterizing the Jews, Prochtenbaum explained that there were no rebel-

9

lions because of “the Jews’ natural cowardice.” Was there a more natural place
for him to voice his opinions on the Jews’ natural cowardice, Rembah asked
sarcastically, than in “these scrolls, in which every line testifies that the op-
posite is true”? Was his way of coping with that horrifying place something
to brag about, to bring before the public as a means of education and as an
example for future generations?**

Prochtenbuam was a traitor and a disgrace to his people, Rembah declared.
He had caused his parents great sorrow, and “the soil that covered him is the
only atonement for his sins.” Yet he, Rembah, would not have written about
him, would not have said a word even after the harsh things Ka-Tzetnik had
written that revealed who he really was. But Rembah asserted that he could
not remain silent when Prochtenbaum’s father had not done the same. “Has
the rot of favoritism eaten so deeply into the bones and the soul,” Rembah
asked, “that the editor had not dared to reject these manuscripts that des-
ecrate Gevilei Esh and the nation’s heroes and the eternal aura that sur-
rounds them?”*®

Ka-Tzetnik’s book, and the charge that the editors of Gevilei Esh had been
compelled to include Eliezer’s story in their project, led to a new round of
public vilification of Yitzhak Gruenbaum, Eliezer, and everything that the
connection between father and son was seen as exemplifying. Previously pub-
lished pamphlets that had not before gained wide readerships, such as Moshe
Shonfeld’s Serufe haKivshanim Maashimim (Those burned in the furnaces ac-
cuse), M. Wuzelman’s Ot Cain (The mark of Cain), and Sh. Shalmon’s Pishae
haZionot beHashmadat yehude haGolah (The crimes of Zionism in the annihila-
tion of the Jews of the exile), now gained new currency. From time to time, in
particular in the days leading up to Israel’s Holocaust and Heroism Memorial
Day each spring, newspaper articles revived the affair. After the publication
of They Called Him Piepl, the Gruenbaums sought to stem the tide by suing
De-Nur for libel. Their attorney sent a letter to De-Nur, who responded — also
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on the advice of counsel — that the character of Prochtenbaum was a literary
creation and that the author would not enter into the question of the charac-
ter’s likeness to any real person. The similarities were, however, clear for all
to see, and according to Panim el Panim at least, De-Nur had confirmed that
Prochtenbaum was based on Eliezer. Neither the newspaper nor De-Nur de-
nied it. But in the end the family did not file suit. It would not have been an
easy matter for a court to decide; a trial would have been long and expensive;
and it could backfire on the family.** They had seen themselves that such a
thing could happen. The libel suit that the State of Israel pursued against
Malkhiel Gruenwald in 1954 after the latter wrote a pamphlet charging Israel
Kastner, the press secretary for the Ministry of Commerce and Industry, with
collaboration with the Nazis, had been fixed in the mind of the public as the
Kastner trial, not the Gruenwald trial.®®

The members of the family did what they could, each in his or her own way,
to reject any connection between the two figures. In newspaper interviews,
and Yonatan in the unpublished book manuscript he authored, claimed that
De-Nur had never met Eliezer at Birkenau, and that like others he had based
his charges on malicious rumors, out of hatred for all that Yitzhak and Eliezer
stood for, and because of his own difficulties in coping with the scars left by
his own experience.*

But the affair did not lose its attraction. Eliezer’s story remained a subject
of polemic and of research on the Yishuv and the Holocaust. Later, the public
and scholarly debate over the so-called New Historians and Post-Zionists and
their writings about Zionism and the Holocaust* kept drawing the family and
Eliezer’s story into the eye of the storm. Menachem Gerlik and Rabbi Mor-
dekhai Noigershel, two of Eliezer’s most prominent Haredi accusers, related
thatabook by one of the New Historians, Tom Segev, on the Holocaust’s impact
on Israeli society, The Seventh Million, served them as an inexhaustible source
of information. Eliezer’s case was taken up by Israel’s state and commercial
television stations, which produced two documentaries that breathed new
life into the story. Matti Regev, a grandson of Yitzhak Gruenbaum, threat-
ened a lawsuit against one of writers, setting off a wave of reactions and new
testimonies.®® Also feeding the debate was the public and private activity of
Holocaust survivors or their agents, or those who claimed to be such, who had
been unable to forget Eliezer and what he represented. A son of Rivka and
Yonatan, who bore his late uncle’s name, became religious as a result of the
involvement and activity of Gerlik, one of the most vocal slanderers of the
family, further fanning the flames.*”

Some survivor testimonies had been recorded after the war, but many date
from the State of Israel’s first decades. Still others were recorded as late as the
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1980s and 1990s, at a time when one might have expected the controversy to
have faded away. Most of these have the same deficiency of those presented
in the French proceeding —many of the witnesses had not actually seen
Eliezer commit the deeds that they attributed to him. Their accusations were
based on hearsay, rumors, possibly hazy memories, and judgments. Some of
them quoted shreds of information provided or adopted by one or another
source, usually without checking their accuracy. They then augmented this
and passed it on to others. Most of the testimonies painted a harsh picture.
Few survivors or colleagues of Eliezer’s from the party or underground who
provided testimony displayed the same determination to present a different
picture or to present Eliezer’s story in its broader context.

Hilary Strauweiss, a member of the £4dZ Jewish Committee and a member
of the central committee of the Marxist-Zionist Po’alei Zion movement in Po-
land, testified in December 1945 that he had been, during 1943, an inmate of
Block 22 at Auschwitz-Birkenau. At work, he met Jews from Block 30. He tes-
tified that “the Jews in this block commonly said that whoever wanted a quick
death should go to Block 30,” where Gruenbaum — he did not remember the
first name — the block chief was one of the biggest sadists in the camp. “More
Catholic than the pope,” he went beyond the Germans’ orders and beat the
Jews lethally. His condition “was better than that of all the other prisoners, he
had a lot of food at the expense of his prisoners, that he stole. No Jew wanted
anything to do with him except in emergencies. For his part, he did not want
contact with Jews. All his social connections were with the block chiefs and
the camp administration. He was one of the greatest skunks.”*°

Avraham-Berl Skakal gave testimony in 1947 to the Jewish History Com-
mittee. He related that at Auschwitz he had met the son of Yitzhak Gruen-
baum, who was a “kapo and block chief, and wanted to curry the favor of the
Germans at the expense of the Jews, whom he beat to death, and the bread and
margarine remained with him.”*! Henoch Rajcher, originally from Krakéw
and an inmate at Birkenau, testified in 1958 that “the ss treated the Jews no
different than they treated the members of other nations. Just that the Jews
they sent to the fire. The worst were the Jews who were called Ordner [warden,
in the camp self-government], among them the son of Yitzhak Gruenbaum.
... The worst of them was the young Gruenbaum. He abused us and showed
the Germans who to send to the gas.”*?

In 1964, as part of his effort to clear his son’s name, Yitzhak published an
article in Heint, a newspaper published in Montevideo, Uruguay. The piece
aroused the ire of Charles Papiernik. In an article entitled “The Truth about
Eliezer Gruenbaum,” Papiernik offered his impressions of Eliezer. He and his
three brothers had met Eliezer at Beaune-la-Rolande, where he was “head of
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the camp.” “We voted for him because of his name,” Papiernik said, “for being
the son of Gruenbaum. The Spanish Civil War also added something, and he
had been a leader of the Polish Communists in northern France.” On June 27,
1942, the four brothers had been sent to Auschwitz. Upon their arrival, an ss
soldier declared to them: “Miserable Jews, you have not come here to live.” But
he was more hurt by what Eliezer said afterward, in German: “You parasites,
you lived off the blood and sweat of other nations. You worked only in com-
merce and [unclear word]. Now a new Reich is being built and Germany will
know to benefit those who are productive.” He demanded productivity and
“gave us deadly blows over the heads with a club, trod on old men, shouted
and went wild. That is how he intended to be useful to the Third Reich.”

Papiernik’s brother Yitzhak remained in Auschwitz as part of the tailor
Kommando. Charles and his two other brothers, Mottel and Feivel, were sent
to Eliezer’s block in Birkenau, but a day later Feivel was sent back to Aus-
chwitz to another work detail. Charles was placed at the camp construction
trades school, under reasonable conditions. He had this good luck, he related,
because “apparently they needed us to build blocks and structures for the gas
chambers. They also gave us relatively better hygienic conditions.” The kapo
and block chief also treated them well. A few days later he went to visit his
brother Mottel and found him

lying by the block with his arm swollen. He couldn’t lift it or put it down. He
was crying. To go to work like that meant certain death. Maybe he could stay in
the block? He looked at me. His eyes pleaded. You're after all in better condition,
with a green ribbon on your arm [the ribbon marked Charles as a preferential
worker].

I went to Ludwig [Konczal], the brutal Polish block chief. He sent me to the
room warden, Gruenbaum. I told him about our tragedy —we had been seven
brothers, one had been killed at the front [as a French soldier], there were four
of us in Auschwitz, the others must be imprisoned in France. I tried to persuade
him to let my sick brother stay in the block for a few days, until the swelling
in his arm went down. I wept, asked for mercy. He could have done it if he had
wanted to. But he answered me in Polish: “So many Jews have bit the dust, so big
deal if another does.”

The next day my brother signed up as sick. Maybe despite everything . . .

But, according to Papiernik, Gruenbaum saw him and beat him on his
swollen arm until he collapsed. Then he kicked him like a crazy man and
commanded that he be transferred to Block 7. Everyone knew that that meant
being sent to the gas chambers. “The next day my brother was taken, before
my eyes, with a hundred others to the gas chambers.”
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It is easy enough to understand Eliezer’s father, his pain at his son’s deeds,
his efforts to free him, Papiernik said. But he could not understand and could
not accept the father’s attempts to rehabilitate his son’s reputation. He could
not accept it when Yitzhak Gruenbaum wrote that

the starving prisoners at the camp could not understand what his son’s inten-
tions were, that he had placed himself in the balance between the block chief
and the starving masses, that someone else had done the killing, not his son. I
[Papiernik] want to declare with full responsibility (and I am prepared to ap-
pear before any court) that Eliezer Gruenbaum, the all-powerful room warden
at Birkenau, with his block chief Ludwig, were murderers, sadists, and tor-
turers. I accuse him directly of sending my brother to the gas chambers after
beating him; of torturing Jews to death, of being a collaborator with the ss at
Auschwitz-Birkenau.

There were block chiefs and room wardens who, Papiernik maintained,
“did not cooperate with the ss. There were kapos who saved [prisoners] from
beatings and also from being sent to the gas chambers.” They also tried to
make life better for the prisoners, he said. No one forced them to behave like
Nazi beasts. Eliezer had done so because he had resolved to play along with
the Nazis, even at the price of murdering his Jewish brothers. “Only in 1943,
after the defeat at Stalingrad and the [opening] of the second front, [when]
he was sent to Buchenwald, did [Eliezer] seek ties to the underground and
become active in it.”

Eliezer’s father probably didn't know, Papiernik continued, that his son
“would go berserk every time someone at Birkenau called him by his name
or mentioned his father. Anyone who did that was a candidate for the next
world. The fact that his son confessed to this and asked for forgiveness does
not change anything. The father cannot forgive or rehabilitate the actions of
a person who worked directly for the ss, who tortured, killed, and sent hun-
dreds of Jews to the gas chambers.

The organization of former Auschwitz inmates in Paris that Papiernik
headed was aware of Yitzhak Gruenbaum’s arrival in the French capital in
1945 and his desire to dismiss the charges against Eliezer. They also knew
when Eliezer was released from prison and taken out of France in a closed
vehicle. But they did not know that French law stipulated that French courts
could only hear cases against French nationals or non-French citizens who
had committed crimes on French soil or against French citizens. Had they
known this, they would not have turned him over to the French authorities,
Papiernik testified. “We wanted to understand a father whose heart was
bleeding, so we did not react. We forgave him, he is after all a father.” But it
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was not appropriate for a former leader of Polish Jewry to try to cleanse his
son’s name, Papiernik maintained. He signed his testimony with his full name
and as “Former Prisoner no. 43422.”

Papiernik did not appear on the list of prosecution witnesses in the French
proceeding. He did not add his testimony, which charged Eliezer with respon-
sibility for the death of his brother, to the testimonies on Eliezer’s complicity
in murder. The testimony was recorded later, a long time after the war and in
response to Yitzhak’s article in Heint. Similarly, Loberstein had testified that
Eliezer was culpable for killing his son only when he was called in for a sec-
ond round of testimony. Yet a fact like that could hardly have been forgotten
and is not the kind of thing a witness would postpone telling. The question of
why Papiernik did not speak up at one of the postwar legal proceedings was
answered by Papiernik himself.

He claimed that he had not done so because of decisions made by his or-
ganization and similar ones. It was direct testimony not from Oléar, who had
himself been ostracized by the underground at one point, but from one of the
chairpersons of the postwar organization in Paris of former Auschwitz in-
mates. Papiernik said that the resistance had resolved to pursue a deliberate
policy of shunning suspected collaborators, who were to be “vaporized” and
“expunged” from the collective memory. Eliezer had seen this as a “psychosis”
directed against him, a “psychosis” that after Papiernik read Yitzhak’s article
might indeed erupt again. He, Papiernik, could no longer bear not to pub-
lish his story. His testimony implies that Eliezer was not turned over to the
French authorities by happenstance. There had been a decision to turn him
in, at least before counterpressure was put on the group to silence the voices
coming from the street, before the fear grew that a public and open discussion
about collaborators would also hurt them, the Communists, and in particular
the Communist parties of Poland and France.

Was Papiernik describing things he had seen himself? He and his brother
Mottel had been assigned to different blocks and a different Kommando. With
regard to exactly when Eliezer first established ties with the underground,
the testimonies contradict one another. Did Papiernik make up the story
about asking Eliezer to help his injured brother, a request Eliezer allegedly
rejected roughly and violently? Yad Vashem’s database of names shows four
Papiernik brothers in shipment 5 to Auschwitz, just as Eliezer himself was.
Charles Papiernik’s three brothers are all listed in the Auschwitz death reg-
ister within the space of a few days — Mottel on August 10, 1942, Yitzhak on
August 18, and Feivel on August 22. All survived less than two months at Aus-
chwitz. A fifth brother, Ya'akov, arrived in a transport the next month and also
died at the camp.
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In other words, the Papiernik brothers reached Auschwitz together with
Eliezer. That being the case, when would Eliezer have had time to get into
a position to be the man who received them at the camp and in his block?
Eliezer was asked at the time of the transport’s arrival to serve as an inter-
preter, which he did, but some witnesses reported that he had been beaten
because he tried to pursue an independent line, to the benefit of the prisoners,
during his first three days at the camp. These facts are largely corroborated
by the testimony of other prisoners who were there at the time. The rejoin-
der Papiernik attributed to him, “So many Jews have bit the dust, so big deal
if another does,” was attested to, sometimes using the same precise words,
in other testimonies. When Mottel Papiernik died on August 10, Eliezer was
Konczal’s deputy. The claim that addressing him by his real name or refer-
ring to his relationship to his father sent him into a rage is supported by other
testimonies. Was Papiernik’s account of his conversation with Eliezer, and of
Eliezer’s hostile response, untrue? This behavior matches that which Eliezer
himself testified to as having occurred during his “black period.”**

Yeshayahu Lichtenstein testified in 1995 to Yad Vashem that he was placed
in Eliezer’s block on November 7, 1942, at the age of fourteen. As he lay on his
ledge he heard a kapo shouting. Afterward he was told that the voice had been
that of “the son of Yitzhak Gruenbaum, who had been a member of the Polish
parliament and was a member of the Jewish Agency [Executive] in Palestine.
... I was in shock. A Communist journalist from before the war who had
turned into a kapo crueler than the Germans themselves.” His interviewer
asked him if he was certain of this, and he replied:

One hundred percent . . . there was no doubt that it was the son of Yitzhak Gruen-
baum, who also had a son at a kibbutz. I did not see it with my own eyes, but they
said that on that evening he murdered one of the rabbis who was at the Basel
Congress with his father, so that he wouldn’t identify him. . . . He was a sadist
from birth [who took out] all his weaknesses on the Jews. . . . He was the kapo of
the block. . . . Theard about Yitzhak Gruenbaum in Israel, I heard this story from
a few people and it was in the newspapers as well. In 1945 the Americans captured
him and his father took money from the Jewish Agency and paid it as bail.**

Charles Liblau, who had known Eliezer in Poland, offered an account of
how they met again under miserable circumstances in Birkenau, and of the
difficult time he had when Eliezer’s father spoke to him imploringly in Paris.
“As for his end, there are several versions, and there is no way of ascertaining
how accurate they are,” he said. “Some say that he was imprisoned, others
that an avenger killed him, and still others that he was killed in 1947 at Ramat
Rachel in the War of Independence. The last days of Comrade Berger, son of
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Yitzhak, a delegate to the Polish Sjem and chairman of the Jewish caucus, re-
main shrouded in mystery. In any case, his death was not a loss to the Jewish
community nor to mankind. May the stone that I throw on his coffin serve as
a memorial.”*®

A central source for the accusations was publications by Haredi Jews. One
such was the pamphlet by Moshe Shonfeld Serufe haKivshanim Maashimim
(Those burned in the furnaces accuse), published toward the end of 1974 by an
organization that called itself “The Bnei Torah Circle of Ze'irei Agudas Israel.”
Shonfeld noted that he based his information also on “Ka-Tzetnik’s book.” The
latter ends its grim account with the author’s prediction that Prochtenbaum’s
father would be the first to cast “stones at his son’s hanged carcass.”

But the facts differed from what Ka-Tzetnik had forecast, Shonfeld wrote:
“Gruenbaum walks erect among us, surrounded by respect and admiration
as a prominent Zionist leader. He spirited his son the murderer into Israel,
and even though it was not an Arab bullet but a Jewish avenger who ended
his life, his name was included in Gevilei Esh, the memorial book for the fallen
soldiers of the War of Independence.” All this because the father knew of his
son’s “hatred, potent as death, for the observers of the Torah and those who
raise its banner . . . and why should he condemn rather than shield him?”

The “Yevsektsis” (members of the Soviet Communist Party’s Jewish Sec-
tion) in Russia and the kapos in the ghettos and camps, Sholfeld claimed, were
all nourished by the same “mad loathing of Jewish heritage and its heirs.”
Eliezer was like Chaim Rumkowski, “who served for decades as chairman of
the Zionist Organization in £6dz . . . and crowned himself ‘king of the ghetto’
under Nazi patronage . . . and abused his miserable ‘subjects’ with mad dicta-
torial brutality, added further persecutions to the persecutions of the Nazis,
carefully and precisely organized the death transports without mercy . . .
[and] even appointed himself the sole person who could marry young cou-
ples,” and “Alfred Nossig, the elderly Zionist leader, Herzl’s personal friend,
[who] tarnished his old age in the Warsaw Ghetto as an informer and spy for
the Nazis and was sentenced to death by the Jewish underground.” They were
all traitors, and they all drank from the same well.

The father was party to the original sin of bringing Agudat Israel into
the Yishuv’s Rescue Committee, Shonfeld continued: “Unfortunately . . . he
did not see fit to break off cooperation with Agudat Israel in Palestine in the
Jewish Agency’s Rescue Committee. He understood that leaving Agudat Israel
outside was more dangerous to his plots than having it inside. The result was
that while all the national Agudat Israel organizations in the world did great
things to rescue Jews, operating independently, Agudat Israel in Palestine was
bound in the chains of the Jewish Agency and did nothing.”
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The Rescue Committee, he wrote, “took the name of rescue in vain, and
it would have been more correct to call it the Concealment, Silencing, Dis-
tracting, and Braking the Energy Committee.” Agudat Israel’s representatives
were full of burning desire to save Jewish lives, whereas the Zionist repre-
sentatives, and Chairman Gruenbaum in particular, were preoccupied with
the question of how to take advantage of the Holocaust and its horrors to
fortify the National Home and to justify the demand to found a Jewish state.
The decision of Agudat Israel in Palestine to join the Jewish Agency’s Rescue
Committee was “the original, first sin,” but not the last sin of collaboration
with militant secularism within a secular framework. “The collaboration was
disastrous at its time as well as subsequently,” Shonfeld wrote, apparently
alluding to the “Status Quo Agreement,” in which Ben-Gurion laid out the
contours of the relation between the new Jewish state and the Jewish religion,
and which Yitzhak had played a role in drafting.*® In fact, recent studies show
that Shonfeld was correct in saying that, less than two months after it was
founded, the Rescue Committee was doing little except talk. But he was wrong
as to the reason. The real problem was conflicting pressures from represen-
tatives from all segments of the Yishuv political spectrum who had had de-
manded to join the committee, Agudat Israel included. Gruenbaum could not
hold his own under the circumstances.*’

Another such book was Ot Cain (The mark of Cain) by M. Wuzelman
(together, the initial and last name can be read as Muselmann), edited by
Menachem Gerlik. One of the book’s chapters, written by M. H. Friedman,
opens by recounting Gruenbaum’s failures and his profound alienation from
European Jewry.*® After presenting their views, the contributors to the book
take up the subject of “The Apple [that] Doesn't Fall Far from the Tree,” as one
chapter subheading puts it. Readers are referred to books by Ka-Tzetnik and
a Communist historian, Bar Mark. This section of the chapter compares the
behavior of religious and nonreligious Jews under the same harsh conditions.
The former are described as “simple Jews, believing Jews and observers of the
Torah and its commandments, who even in the terrible conditions that pre-
vailed in the death camps did not sell their souls to Satan.” The chapter quotes
an article by Elie Wiesel that appeared in the holiday supplement to the Yediot
Aharonoth newspaper on Rosh Hashanah 1982,** in reference to the wonderful
fortitude of religious Jews and their rabbis in the camps, in support of the
all-embracing thesis presented at the end of the chapter: “Adzheke [Eliezer]
Gruenbaum was not the only Jew to collaborate with the Nazis. Unfortu-
nately, many of our people, nearly all of whom belonged to the maskil secular
Zionist cohort and left-wing groups, committed the sin of collaboration and
did the Nazis’ bidding no less and even more serious away when they served
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in the Judenrat councils, the Jewish police in the ghettos, in the concentration
camps, and in the extermination camps.”*°

The researchers for Dov Kroytoro’s documentary film HaBen shel Gruen-
baum (Gruenbaum’s son)® were told by Gerlik, whom they termed “a Haredi
historian,” that he heard “from a friend that his father had witnessed an
incident in which Gruenbaum ordered prisoners [sitting on the back of an
open truck] to take off their shirts and then sprayed them with cold water
until they froze to death.” The truck went back and circled around the camp,
and when it reached him he sprayed them with water, and after each circle
there were fewer living Jews left.”** Zvi Blumprucht told the filmmakers that
“Eliezer would beat prisoners. He told them: Do you see that chimney? You'll
go [through it], or do you see the furnace? You'll go there. He just wanted to
humiliate them.” Jacques Klinger said that “Itche was a handsome, big, intel-
ligent guy. It was known in the block that he had killed several people. He had
a system — he'd lay the man on the ground, put a stick to his neck, and do a
‘seesaw.’ . . . | asked him, ‘How can you do that?’ He said, ‘Look, this man is
already dead, just that he’s breathing.””
chiefs using this killing method.*® Simon Gutman recounted that his father

Other testimonies refer to other block

had been in Gruenbaum’s block and that he went there every evening. Gruen-
baum was very wicked, and Simon warned him against doing anything bad to
his father.

Elie Garbarz, a member of the Communist Party from Paris,* related that
he had heard that Eliezer made a habit of using the epithet “dirty Jews.” But
even so he was no worse than others, and a myth had grown up around him
because “his father was a public figure.” Palshemko Lampka painted a nicer
picture: “He was 100 percent a good guy. He didn't beat, didn’t do anything. I
didn’t hear.”®® As far as can be discerned from the film itself, these testimonies
were included without any effort on the part of the filmmakers to verify them.

Gerlik told Turbiner, one of the researchers for the film, that when he
edited Ot Cain he had in his possession “really horrifying testimonies about
Eliezer and Yitzhak Gruenbaum,” but that he had toned them down because
he had not wanted to impinge on the chances of Eliezer’s nephew, who had
become religious, to find a good match. He also claimed that Ka-Tzetnik had
told him that he had chosen the name Prochtenbaum (“fruit tree”) for the
character he based on Eliezer to imply that the apple had indeed not fallen

56 “Yitzhak was a terrible antisemite,” he asserted, and with

far from the tree:
regard to Eliezer, there was plenty of testimony that he was the same. “It’s
unbelievable what a beast he was,” Gerlik said. One example was that he had
ordered the leader of a Hasidic sect to crawl on all fours at the door to the

block.
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Turbiner also spoke with Rabbi Mordecai Noigershel, who told him that
most of what he knew about Eliezer came from Ka-Tzetnik’s book, and that
what he knew about Yitzhak Gruenbaum’s roles during the war he knew from
reading The Seventh Million, a history of the impact of the Holocaust on Israeli
society written by Tom Segev. “Rivka, Eliezer’s sister-in-law, demanded that
Ka-Tzetnik declare that Prochtenbaum was not Gruenbaum, and she knew
why. I didn’t ask him to say that Prochtenbaum was not Noigershel. Even if
Ka-Tzetnik had added literary imagery to the character, it still leaves him a
man who sold his brothers to gain his status at Auschwitz,” the rabbi declared.
Rabbi Menachem Porush, aleader of Agudat Israel, told Turbiner, in contrast,
that “Yitzhak was hostile to Haredi Judaism and to Agudat Israel, and his son,
well, his son fell in the battle of Ramat Rachel, was a martyr, and in such a
case I have nothing to say.”*’

The members of the family consistently sought to portray the story using
the testimony Eliezer offered during the proceedings in Poland and France,
using the questions and notes he had drafted then, as well as the writings
from which the selections included in Gevilei Esh were taken. They also used
Yitzhak’s version of events. Yonatan Gruenbaum wrote a book on the affair
during the 1980s but never published it; parts of it were given to academic
researchers. A fourth source was Matti Regev-Gruenbaum, Yonatan’s son.

Yonatan, the youngest of the three brothers, sought to highlight the logical
and factual flaws in the written and oral allegations made about Eliezer. In
particular, he directed the shafts of his critique at the book written by the
Communist historian Bar Mark on the one hand and on several of the Haredi
writers on the other. The atmosphere of a lynch mob had grown up around
Itche, he wrote. The reason was that he was the son of Yitzhak Gruenbaum:
“No other Jewish kapo was persecuted the way Itche was.”*®

He invested great effort in understanding the context of the attacks on
his brother, his father, and the relationship between them. He also exam-
ined their positions within larger milieus that impinged on issues such as
post-Emancipation Jewish identity, the challenges that Zionism presented
to other identities and movements, Haredi infighting, and to the agonizing
question of God’s presence during the Holocaust. In an attempt to add depth
to his manuscript, he pointed out the anti-Zionist and Haredi sources of the
accusations and their impact on the family story. While Yonatan did a good
job of grappling with the charges made by Mark and by Eliezer’'s Communist
comrades, the opinions and positions voiced in Haredi texts were beyond his
professional and rhetorical abilities to withstand.*

His son, Matti Regev, tried to complete his father’s project. In the inter-
views with him that appear in the documentary film that he took part in
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making, HaBen shel Gruenbaum (Gruenbaum’s son), and in a newspaper arti-
cle he authored, he did his best to score a success where his grandfather and
father had only gone hoarse in failure. Along with the film’s producers and
researchers, he searched out witnesses and testimonies in Poland, and doc-
uments in France that would prove that the accusations against Eliezer were
a malevolent conspiracy aimed at his uncle and family. During the process,
Regev fell out with the creators of the movie, and they parted ways. Some of
those involved came to view Regev as a propagandist in his family’s service.
He came to see them as sensationalists and yellow journalists. The two sides
threatened to sue each other, eventually reaching a compromise according
to which the film would include a segment in which Regev would stand by
his uncle’s grave and give his version of the story. When the film came out,
viewers and critics wrote that the genre the filmmakers had chosen did not do
justice to the gravity of its subject. Film is a rhythmic medium, they argued,
that requires drama and is dependent on hunting up cinematic material that
can create a convincing and suspenseful narrative. One of the critics, Tamar
Rotem, wrote in Ha'aretz:

A gangling man strides in the dark. His hand, hanging by his side, holds a yel-
lowing photograph. The outsized photograph, which looks as if it has been taken
off a wall, shows a vigorous man with a smoothly-shaved head looking straight
into the camera. His gaze is resolute but not menacing. The man’s face is clean-
shaven, round, and clear, but at the same time bold in expression, of the type
that remains in one’s memory. This brief scene from the film Gruenbaum’s Son,
which will be screened on the night of Holocaust Memorial Day on Channel 2,
shows Matti Gruenbaum [sic] on a quest to reveal the enigmatic figure of his
uncle, Eliezer Gruenbaum (seen in the photograph), a quest that is the focal
point of the film.

The photograph seems to attract the viewer’s gaze like a magnet. It is difficult
not to ponder the relaxed expression of the man in the picture, a man who was
accused of being a sadistic kapo in Auschwitz, so vicious that the Jews killed him
in the War of Independence (even though the accusations were never properly
adjudicated). In the end, the natural expectation — even if it may be somewhat
childish —is to receive some sort of confirmation about the accusations, or a
proper answer to the question marks raised by this figure. The photograph, in

any case, does not show the face of a human monster.*°

Kroytoro’s film documents the nephew’s journey to Poland and Paris to seek
out people who had known his uncle. The filmmaker tries to dispel the fog
around the mysterious subject of his film and to uncover the truth behind the
stories about Eliezer’s life and death. It also examines the claim that Eliezer
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was not killed by enemy fire at Ramat Rachel during the War of Independence
but was rather murdered as revenge or killed himself in battle. In Rotem’s ac-
count, the film refutes the first claim, but not the second.

Rotem wrote that Eliezer’s character and family background turned him,
to his disadvantage, into a symbol, “a symbol of betrayal of his brethren. And
from the moment he became a symbol the facts became less important, and he
became an easier target for anger and frustration. How does a symbol come
into being? The film does not occupy itself with explanations, but according
to Matti Gruenbaum [Matti Regev], Itche’s personality, so full of contradic-
tions, and the position held by his father [Yitzhak] were no mean factors.”
The family, represented by the nephew, developed a “mythology” around
Eliezer. Matti Gruenbaum, a playwright, “bears this family cross and ardently
defends his uncle.”

Regev’s trip to Poland and Paris is problematic, she wrote, because “he does
not seek to uncover the facts. On the contrary. The impression one receives is
that Gruenbaum [Regev] is seeking to take advantage of his trip to shore up
the facts he has in hand and that he is not prepared to accept every conclusion
with an open mind. Gruenbaum [Regev] himself sees no problem with this.”*!

In 1989 Matti Regev responded to the recurring attacks on his grandfather,
without making any mention of his uncle.®® He wrote in the daily newspaper
Hadashot that, a few weeks earlier, the same paper had, in its weekend sup-
plement, allowed Haredi writers to again slander his grandfather, who was
described as

a Holocaust criminal, pure and simple. . . . Why should they accuse God? It’s
easier to blame Yitzhak Gruenbaum for not saving the children that God had
decided to exterminate. . ..

They take half-truths, facts from here and there, and bind them together the
same way that they tie defective mezuzot to train accidents. For the average Is-
raeli, contemporary history begins when Ben-Gurion pissed for the first time in
the Holy Land.

The Haredim, for their part, have a longer historical memory, and they had
hated Yitzhak Gruenbaum long before the Holocaust.

They hated him because their policy was that the anger of the gentiles should
not be aroused. And when faced with Auschwitz’s crematoria, their policy was
that angering the Germans was forbidden, and if one had to die then one should
die a martyr’s death. Yitzhak Gruenbaum was not afraid to arouse the fury of the
gentiles. The Warsaw ghetto rebels were his disciples. That is the fundamental
difference and the source of their hatred, and everything else is lies and slanders.
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Past and present, the Haredim, Regev maintained, made use of the Holo-
caust in their effort to obliterate the Zionist enterprise, and his grandfather
“was the only Zionist leader who had the courage to come out against them
openly.” He was not deterred by their threats and pressure, “and that is why
there is a torrent of libels against Yitzhak Gruenbaum.”®®

His grandfather’s name, he wrote, “has been forgotten and obliterated.
Ben-Gurion stars as a prima donna in contemporary history. . . . The reason
is that Gruenbaum has no party, no people to preserve his heritage. The Jews
who knew him, who knew who he was and what he did, went up to heaven in

the smoke of the crematoria of Auschwitz and Treblinka.”**

THE STORIES OF SOME of the Gruenbaum family’s third and fourth gen-
eration may be viewed as a response to the heavy burden that their family
history imposed on them. The daughter of Bat-Ami and Binyamin, Eliezer’s
older brother, left Israel and lives in the United States with her children.
Eliezer, son of Yonatan and Rivka, became religious and studies in a yeshiva.
He underwent this metamorphosis while he was a teenage member of the
socialist-Zionist youth movement HaShomer haTza'ir. The trigger was his
reading of Emunah u-bitahon (Faith and trust), a work by the Hazon Ish, Rabbi
Avraham Yeshayahu Karelitz, who had been the leader of the Haredi commu-
nity in Palestine and the early State of Israel. He later began attending classes
at the Na'aseh veNishma Yeshiva in Tel Aviv. His teacher there was Rabbi
Menachem Gerlik, a man that the family considered one of the most promi-
nent slanderers of its good name. Gerlik also opened his house to Eliezer, and
Eliezer decided to become a student at the yeshiva and to live an observant
life. He first studied at the Or Sameach Yeshiva in Jerusalem, then went on to
the Ponivetz, Tifrah, and Slobodka yeshivot, where he obtained most of his
Torah education.®®

Rivka tried hard to fight his return to religion, but without result. He had
an arranged marriage with a young Haredi woman and has lived in that com-
munity ever since. Apparently, however, he inherited his family’s political
genes — he was later elected a city councilman. According to his mother, who
has been active in organizations that fight efforts to persuade Jews to become
religious, her son was ensnared in a premeditated operation. She is convinced
that the Haredim wanted him in particular — after turning the atheistic Zi-
onist leader Gruenbaum into a demonic figure, they wanted revenge as well.
They wanted Eliezer so that they would have the upper hand in a horrifying
struggle to prove that they had been right all along.®¢
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History,

Politics, and

Memory

Realm of Memory 1

A great outpouring of retribution and revenge began while the
prisoners were still in the camps. Isaiah Trunk has noted that hundreds of cop-
ies of a “blacklist” of perceived collaborators circulated at the time. It provided
personal details and an account of the crimes committed by each suspect, along
with a call for revenge. Cells of resistance movements and independent local
organizations liquidated prisoners who collaborated with the Germans or
other oppressors. On the eve of liberation and immediately thereafter, prison-
ers hunted down their nemeses among former camp officials, seeking an outlet
for their pain and frustration. This was the background to the accounts of
Eliezer being beaten at Buchenwald by a detachment of prisoners. Fearing that
lynchings and other acts of vengeance would multiply, the Central Committee
of Liberated Jews in the American Zone issued a memorandum declaring that
collaborators should be punished only through proper and institutionalized
procedures. They advocated a centralized, rapid, and thorough examination
of suspected collaborators and, in cases where it was called for, punishment
according to law (they did not specify which law). The urge to capture and pun-
ish collaborators was a way for liberated prisoners to cope with their trauma:

During the war there was a sharp distinction between the German rulers and the
Jews, who were condemned to pain and suffering. An elite sprang up, under dif-
ferent names. And under a variety of circumstances it more or less consciously
placed itself in a preferential position between the two worlds. The world of the
tormentors and the world of the victims. It is only natural that, following lib-
eration, the Jewish world needs to demand that the role of these “notables” of
the years of the catastrophe be investigated and that verdicts be reached as to
whether they are fit to take a place in our society, or whether they are to be swept

out of our camp.!
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Trunk describes how “courts of honor” set up in the camps and the occu-
pation zones dealt with this painful and complex task. The members of these
panels took up each case on its merits, without judging anyone in advance.
They did not absolve those who claimed that they had merely followed orders
handed down by a higher authority. The fate of the accused would be deter-
mined by their actions. At least two witnesses were required for the courts to
launch an investigation; the courts guaranteed that those accused could, on
their own or via a surrogate, appeal the verdict if new evidence or witnesses
came to light.? But the mood at the time was such that victims wanted to find
and punish their tormentors, and this could not but impinge on how these
decisions were implemented. Given that parties and movements were also
seeking to settle scores with each other, neither was it easy to keep proceed-
ings free of politics.

The Yishuv also grappled with the questions of how, given that it lacked
any official police or judicial authority, to “institutionalize” the examination
and judgment of those suspected of collaboration. Furthermore, like the rest
of the world, it had no experience in, and no moral and legal categories and
language for, considering and judging the actions of people who had partici-
pated in an unprecedented mass murder machine. The Yishuv had to decide
what the relevant moral and legal proceedings were, and what institutions
and procedures could best see that justice was done, while also providing the
victims of the Holocaust with psychological balm for their still-open wounds.
At the beginning of September 1945, right after his return from a visit to the
pp camps and from the Zionist convention in London, one of the leaders of
Mapai and a member of the Jewish Agency Executive, Eliyahu Dobkin, told his
colleagues on the Histadrut’s Executive Committee:

Here I wish to say some things that I am afraid to speak about, even here, but
I am greatly troubled and somehow I have to share these things with my com-
rades. . . . It is something I would not believe had I not seen it with my own eyes.
.. . Among the Jews who survived are . . . people that the surviving remnants
view as criminals . . . [and] they treat them even worse than they do the Nazi
Germans. . . . There are lynchings.®

In Munich he was told about hundreds of Jews who had filled posts at
various levels in the Nazi system and who had been murdered by fellow Jews
immediately after liberation. One of the liquidators told him: “Three million
Jews were killed in Poland, 70,000 Jews remain, and it will be no disaster if a
few thousand less are left.” He presumed that that was an exaggeration and
that the real number killed amounted to a few hundred. He himself saw Jews
who got rid of another Jew who, they claimed, was “a most terrible sadist.”*
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But who could be a judge, he asked? It seemed to Dobkin “that here, more
than anywhere else, we must attend to what our Sages said: Do not judge
your fellow until you have been in his place. . . . On the other hand, it is in-
conceivable that there not be justice.”® How could one judge the men of the
Sonderkommando? How was it possible to hand down a verdict on a man who
bore his own mother’s body to the crematorium and who defended himself
by saying that “many good Jews performed all sorts of jobs of that sort, it’s
not so horrible.” How should one treat a man who served on the Judenrat of
a ghetto? After all, not every Judenrat member took the path of Adam Czer-
niakéw, the chairman of the Warsaw Ghetto Jewish Council, who committed
suicide when he learned that he would have to oversee the deportation of the
ghetto’s inhabitants to the death camps. There had been many “who helped
the Germans make up lists and turned over their brethren, and some say that
those who served in a Judenrat should not be left alive, and one of these men
[who thought this] was a member of our delegation to London.”®

“It seems to me that it is no secret,” Dobkin told his colleagues, “that the
son of one of our good Zionists has been accused of this same crime. I feel
the pain of the tragedy of this elderly father.”” Eliezer’s story had just started
making the rounds in Paris, but his Histadrut colleagues knew very well who
the son and the “elderly father” were.

Dobkin reported that, at the London Congress, “it was decided to establish
a court, at the very least in Palestine, to prevent all sorts of lynch cases. The
court should hand down verdicts at least with regard to those Jews who come
to the country.”®

As time went by and more immigrants arrived in Israel, the number of
such cases rose. For example, “M,” a member of the Workers Council in a city
in northern Palestine, was walking down a street in Haifa when passersby
identified him as a collaborator. In Tivon, another northern settlement, a
man designated as “Z” was arrested, accused of beating his underlings in
a German camp. The man who oversaw the synagogue at the Dan Carmel
Hotel in Haifa charged a Jewish tourist who was honored by being called up
to the Torah of being a brutal kapo from the Landsberg camp in Germany.
He started shouting, frightening the tourist. The other worshippers grabbed
the accused man and hauled him off to the nearest police station. Another
tourist, from the United States, found in the Nahariyya telephone book the
name of the man who had beaten his grandfather to death in the £6dZ ghetto.
At an ice cream stand in Tel Aviv a woman identified a woman designated as
“AT” who she said had been her overseer in Block 7 in Auschwitz. In Pardes
Hannah a woman identified her kapo from the same camp’s Block 3. The ac-
cused woman, who was working as a nurse, was pregnant. In February 1951 a

History, Politics, and Memory ||| 229



man accused of being “Brutal Harry” from the Dagbrowa Gérnicza Camp was
arrested, as was “Blinder Max” from the Jaworzno concentration camp, both
of them identified by people who were under their charge.’

Most of them were in their late twenties or early thirties; a small number
were older. One example of the latter was “YS,” a fifty-two-year-old doctor
from Hadera who had been at Funf Teichen, or “MT,” a sixty-one-year-old
attorney who had been at the Sharhorod camp.'® Many officials from the
camps and ghettos blended in with the masses of refugees that made their
way through Europe to the pp camps and to other places where refugees
gathered. Some of them unsuccessfully sought to emigrate to countries over-
seas — the immigration laws and quotas of the most popular destinations did
not make this easy. Others attached themselves to groups of Jews waiting to
gain entrance to Palestine, hoping that when they arrived and the refugees
were spread among Palestine’s cities and rural settlements, they would es-
cape recognition and be able to start new lives. But in no few cases inmates
from the ghettos and camps where they had been officials identified them and
sought vengeance. According to Tom Segev, one newspaper demanded that all
such collaborators be “liquidated.” But, the newspaper cautioned, it was not
enough that a person point to another person in the street and shout “kapo!”
The suspects’ guilt had to be established with certainty, and even then the
guilty men and women should not be subject to popular justice —sentences
should be handed down and carried out by “authorized institutions.”"

In the autumn of 1945 the Yishuv leadership decided to establish such an
authorized institution, but nothing actually was done. The Jewish Agency
Executive was reluctant to take up such an emotional and difficult issue, es-
pecially at a time when it had many other urgent matters demanding its full
attention. Neither were the British Mandate authorities included to address
the subject. They had their hands full with trying to block illegal Jewish im-
migration, suppress the Jewish rebellion, keeping the Jews and Arabs from
each other’s throats, and later with preparing for their evacuation of Pales-
tine. When the state was established, however, it was no longer possible to
shunt the issue off to someone else. The new country’s police force was over-
whelmed with complaints filed by citizens who claimed to have identified
Nazi collaborators and who demanded their punishment."

The law did not permit the police to arrest these suspects. It could only
detain them, record their names, and sometimes save them from an angry
crowd —no more. The police called on the Ministry of Justice to draft a law
against Jewish war criminals, and in the autumn of 1949 the press reported an
exchange of communications between the two institutions on this matter.'®
Segev wrote that “the Ministry of Justice, like the Jewish Agency before it,
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did not rush. It was reluctant to take on such a delicate issue and preferred to
deal with other things first.” Rabbi Mordechai Nurock of the United Religious
Front, the most prominent of the members of the Knesset active on the issue,
and himself a Holocaust survivor from Riga who lost his wife and two sons in
the Holocaust, did not let up. Minister of Justice Pinhas Rosen assured Nurock
that his office was working on it, but needed more time. Half a year went by,
after which Nurock charged that “the State of Israel is the only country in the
world in which there is no way of arraigning and judging Nazi murderers and
their abettors. Were Goebbels and Goering, may they rot in hell, here among
us, the hand of the law would not reach them.”**

Public pressure eventually worked — experts at the Ministry of Justice and
the Ministry of the Police together drafted an appropriate law against war
criminals, and on March 27, 1950, Rosen submitted the “Nazis and Nazi Collab-
orators — Punishment — Law” to the Knesset. It was passed half a year later.
Its goal was laid out in the explanation attached to the bill: “Closing accounts
with the past, we will not forget and not forgive.” The law, it was stressed,
reflected the profound change in the status of the Jewish people. Up to this
point, the Jews as a nation had had no authority to bring Nazi criminals and
their helpers to justice, to demand their extradition, and to bring them to trial
in the Jews’ own courts. The Yishuv had claimed to speak for the entire Jewish
people, even if it had never received any formal mandate to do so, but had no
means of enforcing that claim. The State of Israel now asserted its right to act
as the people’s tribune in addressing the horrors of World War II and its per-
petrators. It reiterated this claim in its reparations agreement with Germany
and in its moral defense of arresting and bringing Adolf Eichmann to trial in
Israel.’® But some Jews objected, seeing it as a nationalization and appropria-
tion of Jewish leadership by the Zionists.'®

The law included a retroactivity clause, granting Israeli courts the power
to hand down punishments for actions that had not been defined as crimes at
the time they were committed. It also authorized these courts to hear cases
involving crimes committed outside Israel’s borders, and to try people who
had already been judged on the same charges in another country. It also es-
tablished less stringent rules of evidence and procedure and stipulated that
the courts could accept any piece of evidence that would aid in uncovering
the truth and in the performance of justice. Furthermore, it permitted courts
to judge actions alone and not to require proof of criminal intent. Several
of its provisions also abrogated the principle of limitations, and the general
amnesty that had been promulgated by the Provisional State Council was de-
clared to be without force with regard to these crimes. The law would soon be
the subject of pointed criticism."”
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At the end of the Knesset debate, it was resolved that the law would dis-
tinguish between war criminals whose criminal acts were committed during
World War II but outside the camps, who would be punished in accordance
with international law, and those accused of abuse, exploitation, and persecu-
tion of camp inmates. This latter group would be judged in accordance with the
moral standards of the Jewish and Israeli people, as codified in the new law.*®

Trials of alleged collaborators began as soon as the law was passed. Hanna
Yablonka counts some forty such trials, most of them conducted during the
first half of the 1950s, the rest in the early 1960s. One of them was conducted
in parallel with the Eichmann trial. The final person to be brought to trial

1% 3 woman who had

under the provisions of this law seems to have been “LG,
served as a kapo in a camp in Germany at the end of the war. Her case was
heard in 1971, two years prior to the Yom Kippur War.

The verdicts ranged from complete acquittal to the death penalty. A total of
thirty-three trials were conducted in the 1950s. Yablonka was able to obtain
documentation of twenty-one of these, of which thirteen ended in conviction
and prison sentences and eight in acquittals. By the mid-1960s five more trials
had been held, three of which ended in acquittal and two in conviction and
jail sentences. But more than two hundred complaints were filed with the po-
lice under the law during these two decades.*

The only case in which a death penalty was handed down against a Jew was
that of “YA,” a kapo from the Karditz and Faulbriick forced labor camps. The
sentence was imposed by two of the three judges, Pinhas Avishar and a judge
named Lein, against the minority opinion of Judge Yosef Michael Lamm,
himself a survivor of Dachau and, as a member of the Knesset before being
appointed judge, involved in shepherding the bill through the parliament.
Lamm’s opinion was that the appropriate sentence was ten years’ impris-
onment. All three judges recommended to YA that he apply to the country’s
president to have the death penalty commuted to a prison term. YA did so,
and out of consideration for his bad health and the fact that he had had a leg
amputated, the request was granted. He died a short time later.”

The law would later come to be seen as problematic because of its “accusa-
tion and punishment of the victim.”?* It took a place at the center of a historic
and painful debate about cowardice and heroism, resistance and collabora-
tion, as well as in political confrontations over history, memory, and the past’s
relationship to present, and its trajectory into the future.

Two members of the Knesset who were Holocaust survivors, Mordechai
Nurock and Aryeh Sheftel (of Mapai —a workers’ party —and a survivor of
the Vilna ghetto), opened the debate. Both viewed the law as a means of me-
morialization. It provided only moral succor — no one could bring back the six
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million murdered Jews, but it was nevertheless important, Nurock said, that
“we esteem and sanctify their memory at least in this law.” Sheftel said that
“we have erected no memorial and no name to the Holocaust and the Jewry
that was killed,” but this would be the first time that the “Knesset of Israel”
(with all that that expression implied in terms of the people’s independence
and sovereignty) would speak up on the subject, “mandating the performance
of justice against the Nazis and their helpers.” Nahum Nir-Rafalkes (of the
Mapam party), chairman of the Knesset’s Constitution, Law, and Justice Com-
mittee, said that “this law expresses our remonstration, and that of the entire
Jewish people, against these said crimes, and especially against the crimes
committed by the Nazis and their helpers during World War II. Our protest
receives expression in this law, to the extent that a dry law can express that.”?*

The Knesset debate, on the floor and in committee, quickly turned to the
difficult and painful subject of the Jewish Councils — the Judenrdte — that the
Nazis set up in the ghettos, and the fundamental question that troubled so
many people. How should such a complex issue be addressed? Would passing
judgment on the Judenrite not be a display of arrogance and proof of the in-
ability to comprehend the circumstances in which these people acted? How
could the vantage point of the Knesset in Jerusalem not provide a simplistic
view of the position in which the heroes of that time and place had to live and
act?** Yisrael Bar-Yehuda (Idelson), a Mapam parliamentarian from Kibbutz
Yagur who was one of the leaders of the United Kibbutz Movement, having
arrived in Palestine from Ukraine in the 1920s, took exception to section 10
of the law. That section stated that a defendant who had been a “persecuted
person” could claim in his defense that he had committed the acts attributed
to him because he had been threatened with death. I know, Bar-Yehuda said

that this matter is linked, by some Jews, to a number of harsh memories, and
we all know that the Judenrite were, unfortunately, a fact and that many hun-
dreds of Jews stumbled in this matter, including Jews who previously had been
respected public figures, from nearly all parties and circles. But I think that we
would be leading others astray, both in terms of education and of justice, if we
were to say that these people should be absolved of responsibility because they
did what they did out of fear. I say that every member of a Judenrat who sat there
because he was sent there is a criminal, a helper of the Nazis. Because he did this
out of the specific animal instinct every person has to defend his life. Because
one of the things that separates man and beast is that a man knows that some-
times he needs to accept death rather than to commit a transgression.>®

Bar-Yehuda maintained that Adam Czerniakéw, the chairman of the War-
saw Ghetto Jewish Council, found a way to resolve the ethical dilemma he
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faced: “Had he not committed suicide, he would have to have been put on trial
for helping send tens of thousands of Jews to extermination.” Total absolu-
tion, he argued, should be granted only to members of the anti-Nazi under-
ground, even if they had committed acts “as the Nazis did,” so long as they had
done so with the purpose of “destroying Nazism from within.”*¢

Judge Lamm (Mapai), a Holocaust survivor himself, was inclined to go
easy on Jews who had served as kapos. “I know of many cases in which such
people, who were themselves persecuted, did all they could to avert crimes.”
If two men were in a room with hundreds of other people and they did not
keep order —which happened in many cases —there was a danger that the
Nazi superior would impose collective punishment on everyone “and would
march them barefoot for many hours outside, in the winter cold, less than 17
or18 degrees.” To prevent that, Lamm said, “to forestall a mortal danger to the
entire group,” it was necessary to punish people who did not toe the line.””
Sheftel called out, “Who compelled them to accept these positions?” Lamm
replied: “I inform you that there were people who held the post of kapo at
the request and behest of the prisoners. Member of the Knesset Aryeh Sheftel
may have had experience at one or another camp, but I know that there were
such prisoners who performed a sacred service as kapo.” A person’s member-
ship in a Judenrat was not in and of itself proof that a man was a criminal,
Lamm said: “It may well be that he did all he could to prevent crimes and it
may well be that other Jews were actually interested in having him rather
than another person on the Council [Judenrat]. . .. We should not demand of
a persecuted man, solely to prove to history that the Jewish people were clean
and proper, that he behave in a manner different from what any one of us
would have done.”?®

Knesset members Hans Rubin (Mapam) and Eliezer Preminger (Hebrew
Communist) backed Bar-Yehuda’s position. The Knesset could not ignore,
the latter said, “that collaboration is what helped the Nazis carry out their
schemes. Collaboration meant when someone took a position on a Judenrat
or as a kapo thinking that in this way he could save himself. Furthermore,
no one denied that a kapo had to prove his loyalty to the Germans. . . . If he
were a kapo for two or three years he would necessarily be a criminal.” More-
over, he did not understand what had been called passivity, acceptance of
fate, going “like lambs to the slaughter”: “I asked Jews how they went in such
an organized, German way, such that it was possible to murder 7,000 people
each day.”*

Moshe Ben-Ami (Sephardim) proposed to his colleagues that they keep
in mind at least two principles in their discussion of the issue. First, “Do not
judge your fellow until you have been in his place.” Second, most humans are
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simple folk: “We are not talking about exceptional people,”*® who are rare.
The debate and the law should address the experience of the average person
acting in history, since they are the overwhelming majority.

Zerach Warhaftig (United Religious Front), who had experienced Nazi
rule firsthand, opposed the generalizations about Jewish officeholders. He
called on his colleagues to study the facts. “There were cases in which a Jew
was compelled to accept an appointment and he accepted it with the inten-
tion of doing all he could to alleviate matters, and did all he could to alleviate
matters,” he said, “and they do not view themselves as culpable.” It was also
possible to separate the question of acquittal or conviction in court, which
in his opinion was the principal question, and the question of punishment.
“There are situations in which conviction in court with the lightest possible
punishment,” he suggested, “is much more harsh than a heavy punishment
in another situation, because what is important here is the fact of conviction
itself.”*

The debate quickly descended into political jockeying. Members invoked
the Holocaust and its horrors to skewer political enemies. They also realized
that they were not just judging the past but establishing standards of behavior
for the future. Bar-Yehuda’s inclination to grant clemency only to members of
the underground, under the conditions he laid out, was not disinterested — as
a member of Mapam, he had an interest in distinguishing between the “par-
ties of resistance” and the “parties of collaboration.” After all, many members
of the resistance had come from HaShomer haTza‘ir and similar movements,
or had been members of left-wing Zionist parties and their associated settle-
ment movements, most of which had ties to Mapam. Those who held up select
participants in the ghetto rebellions as paragons also stressed the ideological
connection between the rebels and the members of pioneering youth move-
ments like Dror and HaShomer haTza'ir, associated with Ahdut haAvodah and
Mapam, two socialist-Zionist parties founded after the Holocaust. Notably,
and with clear political intent, they did not include in this pantheon of heroes
the ghetto rebels who belonged to other movements, such as the right-wing
Revisionist Betar youth movement, the religious Zionist Bnei Akiva move-
ment, or Gordonia, a youth movement associated with Mapai, the nonsocial-
ist HaNoar haTzioni, and the anti-Zionist Bund.*?

The connection between the Holocaust and both local and international pol-
itics was most clearly evident in the speeches made by Eri Jabotinsky (Herut)
and Meir Vilner (Communist), who put everything on the table. Vilner called
for a war against the new fascists, saying that “the new Anglo-American im-
perialists are being assisted by German Nazi criminals.” He viewed the law
through the prism of the Cold War, and as a result declared that the fight was
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not only against the Nazis of the past, but also against the current incarnation
of fascism — Western capitalism:

One of the defects in the wording of this law is that it is a law only about Nazis.
Nazism is just one of the manifestations of fascism, racism, and war-mongering.
Nazism can return in other places as well. Fascism and Nazism are returned
and reorganizing in Germany and in other places. . . . Fascism and Nazism were
forms of government by capital finance groups, which prepared for war, sought
to conquer other countries, to gain markets. To divert the masses from the real
enemy, they set one nation against another. They disseminated Nazi and fascist

racial theory and exterminated the Jews and members of other nations.**

Eri Jabotinsky, the son of the founder of Revisionist Zionism, Ze'ev Jabotin-
sky, demanded the establishment of a special court “to investigate the entire
history of the Holocaust and to determine the measure of primary and sec-
ondary responsibility that lies on one or another nation, on one or another
political party, or one or another person.” One of the court’s tasks would be “to
investigate the behavior of our various institutions, among them and princi-
pally the behavior of the Jewish Agency. And when I say ‘investigate, I do not
mean that assuming that misdeeds or crimes were committed,” he said. “But
it behooves us to determine for future generations whether we really did all
we could. We must establish that with certainty.”**

Minister of Labor Golda Meyerson retorted that Jabotinsky’s demand was
“sacrilege” and asked how he dared “to mention, in the same breath with the
Jewish Agency, those . . . whose hands ran with the blood of Jewish babies.”
Shmuel Merlin, a member of the Knesset for Herut and leader of that par-
ty’s radical Lamerhav faction, then published an article that intensified the
offensive:

Each of us — including Mrs. Meyerson — should commune with his soul and con-
science and place his hand on his heart and say: our hands did not spill the blood
of the six million. . . . Did we do everything that we could? Did we exhaust all
the possibilities for influence, the connections, public opinion, pressure, threats,
diplomatic activity, effective protest operations, and “irresponsible” actions or

even desperate ones? There is no point in casting down our eyes.**

Everyone who read this knew that Merlin had been one of the leaders of a
group led by Hillel Kook (under the alias “Peter Bergson”) that had been ac-
tive in the United States and called for forceful, open, and strident protests
that would force the American leadership to do more to save the Jews. Kook’s
group had stridently opposed the Jewish Agency leadership, controlled by
Mapai, and its actions were admired for their creativity and boldness, but also
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aroused a great deal of opposition from the Zionist establishment and other
Jewish organizations in the United States.*® The Nazis and Nazi Collaborators
(Punishment) Law, 1950, thus served as a means of settling other political
accounts and honing polemics. It was another example of the difficulty of re-
moving the discussion of the Holocaust from its political contexts of the past
and present.

During the early 1950s the Holocaust became the subject of an increasing
number of events and debates. A prime example was the controversy over the
acceptance of reparations from Germany and the agreement Israel signed
with that country in September 1952. The Herut party organized violent pro-
tests against accepting German money. On the other side of the political spec-
trum, Mapam also opposed the agreement, and its spokesmen likened their
fight against it to the ghetto rebellions. The Israeli government’s readiness to
sign an agreement with Germany, they claimed, made it the equivalent of a
Judenrat.?” The same happened during the debate over the Yad Vashem law,
which was introduced in the Knesset close to the tenth anniversary of the
Warsaw ghetto uprising.

These debates assumed polarities between the ghetto fighters and the Ju-
denrite. A part of the Israeli public viewed the former as the only possible
model of heroism and the latter as the acme of cowardice, Jewish supplication,
and collaboration with the Nazis. Another part of the public believed that Ju-
denrat members could also be heroes, doing all they could under impossible
circumstances to save what Jews they could and maintain Jewish communal
life under Nazi rule. Mapam’s Knesset members sought to stress armed resis-
tance and to place it at the center of the way the nation would memorialize
the Holocaust. Articles written by central figures in the ghetto resistance
movements who were identified in Israel with Mapam and by other import-
ant party figures reiterated the three points that were at the center of the
storm: the moral importance of the ghetto uprisings; the decisive role played
by the members of youth movements in the uprisings, and in particular mem-
bers of left-wing Zionist youth movements, in contrast with the helplessness
displayed by the Jewish public at large; and the criminal collaboration with
the Germans engaged in by ghetto leaders, Judenrite, and the Jewish police
forces.

Although the left wing tried to present a unified front, its different groups
and factions jockeyed over who “owned” the uprisings, who had directed
the fighting, and which of the fighters had been most courageous. Mapam,
HaShomer haTza'ir, and their associated kibbutz movement, HaKibbutz
haArtzi, adopted the figure of Mordechai Anielewicz, leader of the Warsaw
ghetto’s Jewish Combat Organization and a member of HaShomer haTza'ir,
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who was killed during the rebellion. They established a memorial to him at
Kibbutz Yad Mordechai. The rival United Kibbutz Movement and its associ-
ated political party, Ahdut haAvodah, chose as its heroes two other leaders of
the same uprising, Yitzhak “Antek” Zuckerman and Zivia Lubetkin, both of
whom helped found one of that movement’s kibbutzim, Lohamei haGeta'ot,
the name of which means “the Ghetto Fighters.”*

Angry retorts were not long in coming, as Roni Stauber and others have
shown. True, proclaimed an article in Herut, the newspaper of the party of the
same name, led by Menachem Begin, the ghetto uprisings put an end to Jews
going to their deaths like “lambs to the slaughter.” Most of these fighters “fell
in this heroic war, but they saved their honor and the honor of their nation.”
But, the article cautioned, the words and actions of former members of the
resistance who were now part of Israel’s Left placed themselves at the heart of
the rebellion, undervaluing and even ignoring the role played by other move-
ments —in particular the youth movement associated with the Herut party,
Betar.

In other words, Yitzhak Gruenbaum had successfully compelled the pub-
lication of his son’s story in Gevilei Esh at a time of avid, varied, and anxious
preoccupation with the Holocaust. The pain that led him to do so is under-
standable. It is harder to take in the considerations and assumptions that led
him to believe that the public atmosphere was amenable to a discussion of
what his son had done as an official at Auschwitz-Birkenau and that he could
place Eliezer in the national pantheon as part of the collective national mem-
ory that was then in formation. We can only be astounded at his capacity for
taking advantage of every platform that came his way to speak about heroism,
collaboration, and the Judenrite, and to point out proper modes of action, as
if he had no personal stake in the matter.*°

It is difficult to understand why Mapam and its newspaper, Al haMishmar,
so sensitive to symbols and symbolization, hosted Yitzhak Gruenbaum, with
all the baggage he brought, as a pundit and columnist. For his part, how could
this political leader, journalist, and intellectual have failed to comprehend
the extent to which the Holocaust discourse had been politicized? How could
he not have been aware of the connection between history and politics in his
young country, the transformation of the Holocaust, throughout the political
spectrum, to a tool to be used in advancing other agendas? How could he not
have understood that he and his family could fall into the hands of people who
would have difficulty coping with what Primo Levi called the Manichean ten-
dency to divide between black and white, us and them, friend and enemy?*
Years would go by before the embryonic society would no longer feel com-
pelled to flee from gray areas and complex situations regarding that terrifying
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world that did not fit any known model. Perhaps the opposite is true — maybe
he thought, in his frustration and pain, that precisely because of this he could
add something of his own to the varied mosaic of Israeli society that every
interested party was trying to mold as it wished.

Realm of Memory 2

The vehemence of the war that Shonfeld, Gerlik, Noigershel, Shalmon, and
their like-minded associates waged against Yitzhak Gruenbaum and his son
went deeper than adolescent willfulness or simple political confrontation and
debate among adherents of different parties or ideologies. It also touched on
other agendas, such as the clarification of identity and the serious theologi-
cal questions that were fired in their direction. These questions preoccupied
those members of the Haredi society who understood that the trauma of the
Holocaust could have a destructive impact on their camp if it could not be fit
into traditional views of redemption and divine providence. And if Haredi
Judaism were to be annihilated by the impact of the Holocaust, that, in their
view, would grant Hitler another victory.

The attack on the Gruenbaums was motivated principally by the impera-
tive of coping with painful questions, which historian Ya’akov Talmon com-
bined into a single one when he spoke at conferences at Yad Vashem: “Did
these millions die to sanctify God’s name? I imagine that many of them were
killed without feeling that at all. They died for nothing, like uncountable
numbers have done throughout history when humanity’s animal nature has
burst forth, nothing more.” The attacks on Yitzhak and Eliezer were part of a
larger process of grappling with questions of identity and part of Haredi so-
ciety’s consolidation of its collective memory in the face of two severe blows:
the Holocaust and the establishment of a secular Zionist state. The process
included denial, suppression, repression, and simplification. As with others,
this process enabled them to live, even if uncomfortably and on borrowed
time, with the troubling, bewildering, and clashing challenges that the Ho-
locaust presented. Yitzhak and Eliezer Gruenbaum were easy prey — little
effort was required to use the father, son, and their alleged transgressions to
accuse the Zionists of responsibility for the Holocaust and what they viewed
as despicable treatment of their community during the war. They viewed Zi-
onism as the embodiment of rebellion against God, leading to the Holocaust as
divine punishment. Zionism, in their view, violated the rabbinic injunctions
against dehiqat haketz, seeking to hurry redemption, and la’alot behomah,
rebelling against the rule of the gentiles. These were precisely the sins that
they had accused Yitzhak Gruenbaum of committing during his service in the
Polish Sjem.
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Yitzhak’s role in establishing the Bloc of National Minorities and other
initiatives of his to improve the lot of the Jews were viewed by the Haredim
as insubordination against the gentiles that would result in violence and legal
impositions on the Jews. Events, as they saw it, bore out their interpretation
— the elder Gruenbaum’s political activity, like that of Chaim Weizmann and
other Zionist leaders, exacerbated antisemitism, led to Nazism, and caused
the Holocaust. Yitzhak, having headed the Jewish hierarchy in Poland, was
the prime suspect in this offense.

In their view, as a central figure in the Yishuv leadership and a committed
Zionist, he was one of those responsible for what they viewed as the divine
wrath that Zionism brought on the Jewish people. He was guilty in part be-
cause of everything the Jewish national movement did to establish a state,
actions that provoked the hostility of the world’s nations. Zionism was the
mother of all sins, responsible for World War II and the Holocaust. When
had Hitler’s staff made the fateful decision to exterminate Europe’s Jews? Ac-
cording to the rebbe of the Satmar Hasidim, it happened when Weizmann,
the president of the Zionist Organization, took it upon himself to speak for
the entire Jewish people and to accede to the declaration of war against Nazi
Germany. Doing so had been a deliberate Zionist attempt to strike out at the
Jewish people, “and the nemesis responded in kind that he accepted their
declaration and would make war against all of Israel.” Shalmon seconded this
accusation: “There can be no doubt that this was what Weizmann intended, to
put the Jews in danger as much as that was possible.” Shonfeld, for his part,
referred to Dieter Wisliceny, Eichmann’s representative in Slovakia and the
man with whom Rabbi Chaim Dov Ber Weissmandel negotiated a halt to the
deportation of Jews from that country. Shonfeld claimed Wisliceny had said
that the German ambassador in Washington had conveyed to Hitler a report
on a convention of Zionist leaders and the Jewish Congress in New York in
which the American Jewish leader Stephen Wise had declared war on Ger-
many in the name of the Jewish people. Upon reading this report, Hitler went
berserk, fell to the ground, gnashed at the carpet, and shouted “Now I will
annihilate them, now I will annihilate them!” Wise was a Reform rabbi and
leader of the Zionist Organization of America, as well as, in 1922, one the
founders of the Jewish Institute of Religion in New York. This center of liberal
Judaism was a thorn in the side of the Haredi community. The combination of
Reform Judaism and Zionism was a fatal one for the Haredim.

It was the Zionist movement that had wakened the Nazi beast and was thus
responsible for the Holocaust, Haredim claimed. The same Zionist movement
abandoned the Jews of Europe to the Nazis, they said, and in doing so con-
firmed that the Zionists were, in their view, the central actors in the history
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and fate of modern Jewry. Just as every worthwhile revolutionary movement
needs to have its axles oiled, Rabbi Moshe Shonfeld said, the Zionists viewed
“the Jewish blood spilled during the Holocaust as oil for the axles of the Jewish
state...what the Zionists did to European Jewry during World War II can only
be defined as murder.” As such, the Zionist leaders were “Holocaust criminals
who contributed their part to the extermination.”** According to this way of
thinking, the Zionist leadership operated out of a deep malevolence for Di-
aspora Jewry, and religious Judaism in particular: “For the first time in our
history, a wild antisemitism like the Nazi movement arose . . . and for the first
time a movement arose from among the Jews that did not lag far behind them
in its hatred for the Diaspora.”*® But the Nazis, he wrote, at least voiced their
hatred openly. In contrast “these [other] criminals disguised themselves as
loving the Jews, with love of the nation in their speech and Hitlerist hatred in
their hearts. And in this way they succeeded, in their wickedness, to interfere
with every rescue operation that appeared.”** Ben-Gurion was “consumed by
hatred of Judaism . . . it was irrational with him. . . . Many historians also
testify that Hitler’s hatred of Judaism was irrational.”*®

Yitzhak Gruenbaum, they explained, had said and written things that
demonstrated that he privileged the Zionist enterprise and the imperative —
irreproachable, in his view — to sacrifice other Jewish interests to the needs
of building and advancing the Yishuv. From the moment that the Zionist
movement focused its gaze, strength, and resources on the Yishuy, it forfeited
the Jews who lived elsewhere. Gruenbaum was one of the architects of this
policy and the worldview on which it was based. The secular Zionist leader-
ship cruelly abandoned the Diaspora “out of political motives and astonishing
irresponsibility,” with a “deliberate method and ideological approach” and its
leaders’ “hands filled with blood and they interred the exterminated Jewish
children of the Exile in the fortifications of [the Yishuv’s] defenses. . . . Not
only did they not lift a finger, but actually actively sought to block rescue
attempts,” wrote Rabbi Yisrael Eichler, a Belz Hassid and the editor of the
weekly newspaper haMahaneh haHaredi.*

)«

The focus on the Zionist project led its adherents to disregard the infor-
mation about the extermination of the Jews that was coming in from Europe,
claimed Shonfeld, Gerlik, Wuzelman, and Shalmon during the war and for
years thereafter. This accusation contained more than just an echo of ele-
ments that penetrated Haredi discourse from the secular anti-Zionist critique
of Zionism. But the facts flatly contradict their unequivocal allegations.

A few members of the Haredi community were courageous enough to ac-
knowledge that, at the beginning of the war, they had had the same informa-
tion at their disposal as did the Zionists and that they were no less responsible
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for the silence on the issue. No less courageously, they argued that the long
time that elapsed before their own society correctly discerned what was hap-
pening in Europe was due not to paralysis or incapacity, but to a lack of em-
pathy for their brethren in Europe. Rabbi Moshe Glickman-Porush, another
activist, not a low-level one, in Agudat Israel, as well as one of the owners of
the newspaper Kol Yisrael, admitted that he and his colleagues had not prop-
erly understood their previous reportage: “At times we thought that perhaps
there was deliberate exaggeration . . . but today we are witness . . . and horri-
fied by the spectacle of mass murder, and especially of the methods they used,
God forbid.”

A sharp observer who looks at how Haredi groups reacted to the informa-
tion they possessed during the war, and especially in the final months before
word of the Nazi annihilation machine became public, will see that they went
through more or less the same psychological process that the Zionists did.
They had the same apprehensions about the real meaning of the news, and
had the same tendencies to repress their fears. So, for example, when shock-
ing information reached Rabbi Meir Levin, chairman of Agudat Israel’s World
Executive Committee, the movement’s most powerful body, he wrote a letter to
Yitzhak Gruenbaum on August 27, 1942. Gruenbaum at the time headed a body
called the Committee of Four (along with Eliyahu Dobkin, Emil Schmork, and
Moshe Shapira), responsible for Polish Jewry. Levin pleaded with Gruenbaum
to establish a “unitary central committee to help save our brethren in Poland.”
But it was only two months later, on October 23, 1942, that Rabbi Levin pre-
sented to his Executive Committee the material he had in his possession about
the extent of the extermination program. A member of that body, Rabbi Isaac
Breuer, doubted the reliability of the reports, but added that even if they were
only partly true, the situation was terrible. Rabbi Moshe Blau, who would,
just a month later, beat his chest and confess to responsibility for remaining
silent, said that the news was unreasonable and the product of a sick mind.
He opposed even holding public prayers for the Jews in Europe.

Yet, as time went by, Haredi circles increasingly felt that they had to
change the nature of their engagement with the issue. At the meeting where
Levin presented his information, the Executive Committee resolved to issue a
wakeup call to members of Agudat Israel in Palestine and to appoint a com-
mittee to organize public prayer and supplications. It also resolved to ask to
meet with the British high commissioner and to present him with their fears.
Members of the Executive Committee criticized the Jewish Agency for not
sharing information in its possession with Agudat Israel and for not includ-
ing representatives of the movement in its discussions of the plight of Polish
Jewry. But the information that Rabbi Levin had was sufficient for him to ap-
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proach Gruenbaum. No new information was presented to the Agudat Israel
Executive Committee when it met again a week later, on October 30, 1942, but
the discussions were sharper, and it now decided to publish a public state-
ment on the situation of the Jews in Europe and an urgent call for the Jews of
the Yishuv and the Diaspora to close ranks.

Rabbi Blau, who just a short time earlier had said that the reports from
Poland were the product of a sick mind, now wrote in Kol Yisrael that “even
if we do not believe in the absolute accuracy of the [reports of the] barbaric
malevolent acts against the Jews by the Nazis or at their orders, such as the
use of Jews in experimental stations of poison gas, that their bodies are being
handed over to the fat production industry and their bones are being used to
fertilize fields, that thousands of Jews are being transported in cattle cars so
as to reduce their numbers, it is still clear to us that Hitler has resolved . . . to
physically annihilate all the Jews in Europe.” He could hardly have been more
explicit, and within a month all these facts would prove to be true.

Then why did the Agudat Israel leadership not appeal unequivocally and
stridently to the Yishuv and the world? Hayim Shalem argues that a partial
explanation can be found in the minutes of the October 30 Executive Com-
mittee meeting. Rabbi Levin reported then that he had met with the rebbe
of the Gur Hasidic sect and with Rabbis Yosef Zvi Dushinsky, Avraham Yesh-
yahu Karelitz (the Hazon Ish), and Yosef Kahaneman. The rabbis had agreed
to the decisions made at the previous meeting, “but asked that we proceed
cautiously.” He did not say what they meant by caution or why they thought
it was important. Perhaps Mordechai Buksbaum offered an explanation when
he said that a public campaign would be useless and possibly detrimental. “It
may well be that the members of the Executive Committee sensed that they
were still alone in comprehending the significance of the news, and that
incautious action could make them look like eccentric doomsayers,” Shalem
suggests. The same mind-set can be seen in the proceedings of the Agudat
Israel Central Committee at its meeting on November 18, 1942, and its sub-
sequent actions. The meeting was held just two days before the return of a
group of Jews from Palestine who had gotten stuck in Poland when the war
had broken out. Its members told their leaders what they had seen in var-
ious parts of Poland. Scholars now view these testimonies as the ones that
transformed the way the Yishuv leadership understood what was going on in
Europe and which led them to publicize the information.

Despite the unambiguous statements made within Haredi institutions, and
despite their growing understanding of the true nature of what was happen-
ing in Europe, Agudat Israel, like other parts of Haredi society and like other
organizations in the Yishuv and the world, in the end wanted the Zionists
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to make the first move. True, Agudat Israel was not the Jewish Agency and
lacked its network of information. It had no official standing as a representa-
tive of the Jews and did not have access to all the information that was being
received by the Jewish Agency Executive in its capacity as the official and rep-
resentative governing body of the Yishuv. Nevertheless, Shonfeld and others
knew that this had never prevented Agudat Israel from taking independent
action when it saw fit to do so. Agudat Israel had added its voice to the outcry
only a few days after the official publication of the news of the Holocaust. In
contradiction of the charges later made by Shonfeld and his colleagues, there
were top-level figures in Agudat Israel who publicly acknowledged their
wrongdoing and said that they, too, were guilty of keeping the news under
wraps, of silence, of making the political calculation that it would be better,
atleast for the time being, to proceed “cautiously.” In this the Haredim — their
leaders, rabbis, and officials — were no different from the Zionists they ab-
horred. Even when they used terms like “catastrophe,” it was a term that only
went skin deep. In essence, deep down, they assumed that this catastrophe
was much along the same lines as the “normal” familiar persecutions of the
Jews known from time immemorial, not a mass, mechanized genocide.
Contemporary audiences may have missed the piercing and unambiguous
words of some senior Haredim about the Holocaust, from which it clearly
emerges that there were very different voices on the subject within the com-
munity, including those who preferred to roll their eyes to heaven and to wash
their hands of the matter. But they could have found a more explicit state-
ment of Haredi self-accusation voiced by Moshe Prager, a Haredi writer and
scholar who fled Warsaw with the group of Hasidim who accompanied the
rebbe of Gur and who reached Palestine in 1940. Prager was closely associated
with the Gur Hasidic sect, the largest and most dominant of the groups that
made up Agudat Israel. He was the moving spirit behind its monthly journal,
Digleinu. Immediately after arriving in Palestine, Prager wrote a book called
Yiven haMetzulah haHadash (the New Yiven haMetzulah, referring to a chroni-
cle of the pogroms of 1648-1649 in Ukraine), in which he told of contemporary
persecutions in Poland. Immediately following the Jewish Agency’s official
statement about the Nazi extermination program, Prager confessed “before
the entire community on the sin I committed because I did not believe, and
I also enticed others not to believe the tidings of Job that have reached us re-
cently.” Prager, who continued, after arriving in Palestine, to collect news on
events in Europe and thus served as a significant source of information, was
invited in October 1942 by Ben-Gurion to offer his assessment of the infor-
mation that the Zionist leader had received about Nazi atrocities against the
Jews. Ben-Gurion wrote in his diary that “Prager receives material from the
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Polish government on the situation —on homelessness, the confiscation of
property (there is no information about physical annihilation).” This was the
final stretch in the process that Ben-Gurion himself underwent before he and
the rest of the Zionist leadership decided to make an official public statement.
It is interesting that, as a part of that process, Ben-Gurion thought it worth-
while to consult a Haredi expert from the rebbe of Gur’s court.

Shonfeld and others stated that, as chairman of the Rescue Committee,
set up by the Yishuv and Jewish Agency during the war, Yitzhak Gruenbaum
bore responsibility for the feebleness and failures of that body. Most of all,
Gruenbaum was to blame for the “deception” it perpetrated. But this was
just another version of the charge that the Zionist movement had forsaken
the Jews of Europe, in particular those Jews who did not fit their image of the
“new Jew.” This could be seen, they said, in the allocation of immigration cer-
tificates even before the war, the “selection” of immigrants that the Zionists
made, and the criteria they used to determine which Jews to save.

Shonfeld had witnessed, as a young journalist, the debate within Agudat
Israel about whether to join the Rescue Committee, ending in a decision in
the affirmative. He had not been pleased with the decision. One of the most
articulate writers in the Haredi community, he had protested, before the de-
cision was made, Agudat Israel’s willingness to participate in a Jewish Agency
body. Toward the end of the negotiations between the two organizations over
the Haredi faction’s involvement in the committee, Shonfeld, in a vituperative
article, termed Gruenbaum “a wolf in the role of shepherd” and accused him
of negligence in the rescue efforts. This was about a month and a half after
the official statement on the annihilation of European Jewry, and came in re-
sponse to a statement by Gruenbaum about the efforts and resources that the
Yishuv needed to devote to the rescue operation. It should be kept in mind
that the Rescue Committee, which even at its height was not an important
body, had only just begun to organize at the time.*”

There was constant criticism of the Rescue Committee and of Gruenbaum’s
opinions and actions. Gruenbaum himself objected to the meager powers and
budget the committee was granted, as well as its unwieldy structure. At many
junctures he threatened to resign and sometimes did so. Because of pressures
from the public, all parts of which wanted to be involved in the rescue efforts,
the committee rapidly grew too large to be able to operate efficiently. This was
the same Zionist Yishuv that, according to Shonfeld and others, disregarded
what was going on in Europe and permitted its leadership deliberately and
maliciously to forsake the Jews there.*®

Haredi writers criticized Gruenbaum for his opposition to allowing the
parties represented on the committee to raise money separately for rescue
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operations. Gruenbaum feared that such multiplicity and decentralization of
campaigns would reduce the amount of money donated. In accordance with
professional advice he forbade such separate fund-raising efforts across the
board. He was also apprehensive about launching a new fund-raising cam-
paign, as important as it might be, before the Jewish Agency had found funds
to pay off existing obligations, such as financial support for members of the
Yishuv who had volunteered for the British army.*’

In the autumn of 1943, Binyamin Mintz, the representative of Poalei Agu-
dat Israel (a Haredi labor party) on the Rescue Committee’s presidium, sent
a pointed letter to Gruenbaum in which he asserted that the committee’s
operations were “one of the most horrible disappointments of my life.” The
committee, he said, was a “fiction.” Mintz asked for an urgent meeting with
Gruenbaum so that he could tender his resignation. Mintz was right, and
Gruenbaum in fact agreed with him —but also knew something about other
parallel efforts.*® But he could not tell Mintz, or anyone else, about these other
efforts without sabotaging their already faint chances for success —among
them a plan to save Jewish children, or three ransom offers to trade money
and goods for Jews — that were on the Jewish Agency leadership’s table.

As far as Shonfeld and company were concerned, the secular Zionist lead-
ers had rushed to abandon the religious Jewish community. In their view, it
was thus hardly surprising that nonreligious Jews filled the most execrable
positions in the camps and ghettos. Religious Jews, they claimed, did not ac-
cept such positions and had not been party to decisions about the deportation
of Jews to the camps and from there to the gas chambers. Two Gruenbaums,
father and son, had been key decision makers in those areas, the Haredi writ-
ers claimed, performing these despicable tasks without batting an eyelash.

Like the Judenrite, which according to Shonfeld included only secular
Jews and which handed over Jews from their communities without delay, the
Gruenbaums, father and son, had had the power to determine who would
live and who would die. They held such power by virtue of the positions they
filled, the father as chairman of the Rescue Committee in Jerusalem and the
son in his comfortable and secure position as a block chief in Birkenau — like
father, like son. The two of them, like other secular leaders, were “like sworn
enemies of our nation.” The burden of their sins was unbearable, and they
needed to be placed “in the dock.” Shonfeld and company wrote that “Hitler
had two partners without which he could not have almost finished his work
... Jewish collaborators in the occupied lands and Jewish leaders who abused
their positions and bled their fellow Jews.” Only “the Jewish underworld and
secularist circles” could produce people like Eliezer.

The attack on the younger Gruenbaum focused principally on the crimes
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he was accused of committing as a horrifying, bloodthirsty kapo who hated
religious Jews in particular. It should be emphasized that this is also what
emerges from the testimony of people who did not belong to Shonfeld’s group.
Eliezer himself acknowledged that he had experienced “black weeks” there,
and there may have been more than the one such period he admitted to, when
he was in Block 9. At such times he may have let his frustration and rage out
on religious Jews, and on their rabbis in particular. By his own account, and
according to the testimony of others, he imitated his superiors, and may
have enjoyed his power and even have internalized some of their values and
antisemitic modes of behavior.

According to Shonfeld and his fellows, Eliezer’s brutality was a result of
his antagonism to religion. While this was, they admitted, hardly a necessary
condition for a man to behave like an animal — that could have other causes —
it was important for them to link the secularism inculcated in him by his par-
ents and his profound malevolence toward Judaism to his abuse of his fellow
Jews. “Where did such weeds grow? On whose knees did they grow?” Yehezkel
Salomon asked:

He imbibed the hatred of Haredi Judaism and observant Jews in the house of his
father, the Zionist leader Yitzhak Gruenbaum, who emblazoned his banner with
the slogan “Death to Haredi Judaism.” His sons heard his venomous speeches
about Judaism from infancy, and well remembered his incitement in the Pol-
ish Sjem. They took his slogan, “Death to Haredi Judaism,” literally. One of the
brothers was sentenced to death by hanging, as a collaborator with the Nazis, es-
caped, and reached Palestine, where his father had influence, and his father got
him into HaShomer haTza'ir’s Kibbutz Gan Shmuel (the kibbutz that was home
to Udi Adiv, who spied on Israel for Syria).**

Eliezer hated Jews and Yiddish, Salomon wrote. Any word that connected
him to his parents’ home made him go berserk. For Salomon and his asso-
ciates, he was the very embodiment of Amalek, that biblical nemesis of the
Jewish people. Only that could explain what they described as the horrible
fate of the sainted rabbi and his students who fell into Eliezer’s hands. As they
saw it, the Holocaust was thus just one more of many manifestations of the
eternal religious battle between Israel, God’s chosen people, and the gentile
nations, led by the mythical Amalek and his emissaries. This view provided
the justification and foundation for the thinking of a part of Haredi society.
Father and son, with their shared blood and genes, personified secular Jewish
identity, communism, Zionism, and a common antipathy toward religion that
could serve as cornerstones of the structure they wished to erect.*®

Another religious category was linked to the battle against this “Amalek.”
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That was kiddush hashem (sanctification of the Holy Name), the traditional
term for martyrdom for refusing to violate God’s commandments or to betray
the Jewish religion. This term could easily be applied to any kind of religious
persecution in which the victims had the power to make a choice. But in the
Holocaust, what made a Jew liable for death, in the Nazi view, was not his reli-
gion but his race. As such, Jews were not given the choice to save their lives by
abandoning or violating their faith. Jews went to the furnaces whether or not
they chose to do so while reciting Shema’Yisrael. As such, the category of kid-
dush hashem could not easily be used as an exegetical category for explaining
what had happened to Haredi Jews.

Despite this problem of explication, such an important stone for the struc-
ture could not be abandoned on the side of the road. To resolve the tension that
this involved, an attempt was made to imbue the concept with new meanings.
The first of these was acceptance and justification of the divine will while
struggling to stay alive within the horror and in the shadow of death. The
second was the vital nature of the struggle to maintain a religious life within
the ghettos and camps. These innovations enabled Haredim as individuals
to grapple with questions of faith, and the Haredi community to respond
to the irksome questions they were being asked by secular Israeli society. It
enabled them to explain why Jews went to the gas chambers in a way that
the secularists described as being “like lambs to the slaughter” while reciting
the confession of faith, Shema‘Yisrael. It presented the attempt to observe the
commandments of the Torah within the hell of the ghettos and camps, despite
the price of doing so, as the truest form of Jewish heroism.

Furthermore, while Zionism glorified the ghetto rebels and resistance and
dismissed the victims as “Jews of the Exile” and “lambs led to the slaughter,”
Haredi society could offer an alternative mythos, a spiritual one. On a hero’s
pedestal opposite that of the Warsaw ghetto fighter it placed Haredi spiritual
resistance in the camps. Hero versus hero.

This model of kiddush hashem had another advantage. It offered a definition
of who was deviant, abnormal, those who were outside the pale. Jews who
served as kapos, members of Judenrite, and other officeholders in the ghet-
tos and camps were such deviants. They had been secular Jews or gentiles;
they were “the other side,” the direct opposite of Haredi behavior. Observant
Jews had braved cold, hunger, scarcity, capriciousness, uncertainty, fear, and
clear and present death, and they had not broken. Religious Jews had not
been among those who pushed others aside to receive more food. Pious Jews
wanted to save themselves, too, but never at the expense of others. They had
produced no kapos. Their primary concern was to observe the precepts and
commandments of the Torah and to sanctify the Holy Name.
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In this narrative there had been no Haredim who were frightened, who
found it difficult to withstand that horrible pressure, who collapsed, who in-
formed on other Jews, or who collaborated. They had all been heroes, they had
all been holy martyrs, and they had all done this with devotion and great joy.
While “the yeshiva students were fortified by faith and raised up above all the
horrors of the inferno and sanctified God’s name in their lives and in their
deaths,” and were “the only ones who preserved the human dignity that had
been trampled into the dust by the demons,” nonreligious Jews had turned
into animals, filled posts in the Judenrite, and had abused yeshiva students
because they “envied their spiritual fortitude.” They did not help the Haredim,
nor did they even engage in mutual assistance among themselves.

Religious Jews, it should be kept in mind, were angry at Eliezer Gruenbaum
not only because they thought he had been a horrible kapo, but also because he
did not listen to their call to exchange his list of “rabbis” for theirs. But not all
the Haredi Jews who came his way — nor Czech or Greek or Dutch or Polish or
French Jews — died because of him or his actions. They died because they found
themselves in a place in which a satanic order pursued a totalitarian program
that had been dredged up from the depths of indescribable evil and brutality,
imposed in a way the world had never before seen. There were occasions, as
survivors and scholars noted, when there was an opportunity to save some
people or, for the most part, postpone their deaths —no more. Sometimes, if
they were not put on the right list or did not have the right connections, even
this faint chance was denied them. A hairsbreadth separated the opportunity
to continue to struggle to survive and the next truck to the gas chambers. It is
a simple explanation of a horrifying reality. It demonstrated the banality of
evil, and it could lead any person who searched for God there to lose his faith.

Those of Eliezer’s Communist comrades who charged that he had not done
enough to benefit their friends found a simple solution — they accused him
of being a villain. The reward due to him for his good deeds, if there were
any such, was far outweighed by his evil. That being the case, he could no
longer belong to their world. A true Communist would never act that way,
they said, nor could a veteran of Spain. They thus ostracized him from their
company and expunged him from their common history. In this they followed
the precedent of the Soviet Encyclopedia during the Stalin period, in which
successive editions blacked out the faces of leaders who had fallen from grace
or been eliminated. Eliezer, too, was eliminated from the group portraits
of his cohort. Adam (Avraham) Rayski told researchers for this book point
blank that Eliezer had not been in Spain. This happened not long ago. In the
case of Rayski and, apparently, Henri Bulawko, both brave men with many
great deeds to their credit, intelligent and impressive people, Eliezer remains
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expunged. Nothing will change that. In the final analysis, both camps, the
Haredi and the Communist, treated him the same — they erased him.

Ambiguities, contradictions, and evolution are evident in the Haredi atti-
tude toward armed resistance against the Nazis. It was a pressing question for
them in part because the answer had implications for another nagging ques-
tion — did the Haredim in fact go to their deaths like lambs to the slaughter?
Those Haredim for whom the answer was no— that is, those who sought to
prove that Haredim in fact took part in the fighting — had a problem reconcil-
ing their support for rebellion with the halakhic prohibitions against rising
up against the gentiles. They could not, like those Haredim who rejected the
act of rebellion, charge the Zionists with claiming all the glory for the rebels.
They could hardly accede to the charges of their fellow Haredim regarding the
“false propaganda” of the heroism of the secularist Zionists who fomented the
ghetto rebellions and “the unbridled incitement against others . . . the weak,
the exilic, the pathetic who did not have the spirit to fight.” This dilemma,
along with the unease it caused, could also explain the huge quantity of texts
that different groups within the Haredi world have produced on this issue, as
well as the convoluted nature of the explanations and responses they contain.
Whatever the case, it is necessary to distinguish between questions that came
up and were debated in real time, or a short time after the events, and ques-
tions and representations of the Holocaust that appeared considerably later.
This is true regarding religious Jewish society as a whole and the Haredi camp
in particular.

Less than a week after the Yishuv received the first information about the
Warsaw ghetto rebellion, two positions took form within the Haredi commu-
nity. One glorified and extolled the rebellion and saw it as a new incarnation
of spiritual religious assistance. The other viewed rebellion as the suicidal act
of nationalist groups, unequivocally opposed to the spirit of the Torah.

Hayim Shalem relates that the first Haredim to react to the news of the
rebellion and the evidence that Haredi Jews were taking part were Binyamin
Mintz of Po'alei Agudat Israel and Rabbi Moshe Blau of Agudat Israel. They did
not coordinate their reactions, nor did they speak in the names of their move-
ments, but they were trailblazers because they were, according to Shalem,
the first to respond. In May 1943 Mintz published an article in the Haredi
newspaper Haderekh in which he endorsed the rebellion and commended its
fighters. They demonstrated “lofty heroism” that “did not cease throughout
the years of anguish.” Mintz and those who thought as he did sought to an-
chor the Warsaw ghetto rebellion in “the popular rootedness of Polish Haredi
Torah Judaism . . . in the devoutness of God’s Torah and commandments, in
the sanctification of God’s name. .. . in astonishing mutual aid.” He thus linked
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two forms of heroism, that of fighting against the Nazis with force of arms,
and the “passive” combat of spiritual resistance.

A week later, when the rumors of the rebellion had yet to be confirmed,
Rabbi Blau termed it irresponsible behavior on the part of extremist national-
ist elements and stressed that he was certain that no Haredi Jew in the ghetto
would take part in such an action that was clearly opposed by Jewish law. “The
nationalist press has made delicacies out of this rumor and has lionized the
heroism and courage of those who choose to die heroes’ deaths and compare
this to the rebellion of the Maccabees.” If that had indeed been the nature
of the rebellion, Blau wrote, then clearly “it did not come from among those
loyal to the Jewish faith.” It was a clear case of suicide, opposed to religious
faith. “Dying a hero’s death only for the sake of dying a hero’s death has no
place in the Jewish religion . . . believing Jews do not pursue their own deaths
and certainly not the deaths of others, simply because their situation is dire,”
he concluded.

Afew days later, in another article, he called the rebellion “an act of desper-
ation on the part of a few young people in Poland,” whose actions had caused
“several thousand Jews to be burned alive.” He also stressed the connection
between these actions and the nationalist education on offer in the Yishuy,
based on demeaning the value of life and on a lack of faith. But Agudat Israel’s
official institutions did not take a stand.

In the early summer of 1943, Chaim Yisroel Eiss, Agudat Israel’s rescue
representative in Switzerland, reported to Mintz about “a list of the leader-
ship of the Warsaw ghetto [rebellion],” and noted it included the names of
three members of Agudat Israel’s youth movement, Tze'irei Agudat Israel.
Mintz was unable to obtain the list, but did manage to confirm that members
of the movement had participated in the rebellion. As one of Agudat Israel’s
representatives on the Rescue Committee, Mintz requested that Gruenbaum
“notify the public at large that religious youth also stood at head of the de-
fense.” Gruenbaum did not respond. Mintz’s anger at what he saw as a delib-
erate attempt to deny religious fighters the glory due them redoubled when,
in April 1944, “representatives of Polish Jewry” published in the Yishuv press
the names of the men and women who had fallen in the rebellion, along with
their political party affiliations. The names of members of Agudat Israel were
not included. Mintz protested to the representatives and announced that if
they did not find a way to correct this distortion, his party would have no
choice but to issue a statement. No correction was made, and no statement
appeared in the newspapers. But the incident showed that a part of the Haredi
community was not ashamed that its members had taken part in the rebellion,
and that it even viewed this as something they could and should be proud of.
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In April 1944 Mintz again extolled the heroes of the ghetto, who, he wrote,
had drawn their strength from their “Jewish roots.” He persisted in trying
to gather information about the rebellion and the part played by the reli-
gious and Haredi public. That summer, when the Rescue Committee again
published a list, this time of the fallen fighters that once more left out the
members of Agudat Israel, Mintz was livid. This time he saw it as a double
distortion — he maintained that the categorization of the fallen by political
affiliation was itself improper, and the omission of the names of the mem-
bers of his movement all the more so. He had no illusions that this was a
mere error. Then, on September 6, came the final straw: most of the Yishuv’s
newspapers published the text of a statement issued by the Jewish Agency’s
official news agency, Palcor, which included the names of all the fighters and
forces that had participated in the Warsaw ghetto uprising. Each company
of fighters was identified by the political or youth movement to which it be-
longed. The statement made no mention of the members of Agudat Israel (the
religious-Zionist party), or Betar.

Mintz lost all patience and, on September 7, issued this statement to the
press:

Having looked into the matter thoroughly, I have true, unimpeachable testimo-
nies to the effect that all the Jewish people’s remnants in Warsaw, all parts and
political movements, took part in the great battle at Warsaw . . . and now I have
unimpeachable testimonies of people who left the Warsaw ghetto after the ter-
rible expulsions, when the Jews prepared for battle. I also have testimonies from
people who left Warsaw after the end of the battles and who themselves took
part in the ghetto uprising. They all state without exception: there was no dis-
tinction between parties in the Warsaw ghetto. Everyone fought against the Nazi
filth, as one and with one heart. . . . I have on file the names of Warsaw ghetto
fighters that cannot for the time being be publicized, among them prominent
members of all the tendencies in Haredi Judaism.**

This statement should have made it clear, to anyone who still had any
doubts, that there were Haredim who, rather than condemning armed re-
sistance, insisted that their fighters should be included in the narrative of
the uprising. Nevertheless, this was not the official position taken by Haredi
society and its elected bodies, but rather the position of a member of Poalei
Agudat Israel, a small faction within Agudat Israel that represented that part
of the Haredi community that stood closest to the Zionist enterprise. As if
to remove all doubts, Rabbi Blau again spoke out, condemning Mintz and his
efforts to honor the religious fighters who had been left out of the secular Zi-
onist pantheon of heroes.
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The Haredi weekly Hayesod responded sharply against Rabbi Blau’s attack
on the fighters, whereas Neturei Karta, an extremist Haredi faction, lauded
him. Agudat Israel’s World Executive Committee, its strongest and most im-
portant institution, headed by Rabbi Levin, made no public statement about
the uprising, its fighters, and the values that motivated them.

This attempt to straddle both sides of the debate continued to character-
ize the Haredi camp during the State of Israel’s early decades. In the period
leading up to 27 Nissan (May 3) in 1951, which the Knesset had declared as
Holocaust and Ghetto Rebellion Memorial Day, Agudat Israel’s daily news-
paper HaModia published an editorial, reports, and articles praising the reb-
els. Similar material appeared in another Haredi newspaper, Shearim. One of
them stated that “the ghetto rebellion is great for those [Holocaust survivors]
who have all their lives had a debt of gratitude to the partisans and rebels who
unburden them of shame and disgrace and allowed them to walk with their
heads held high.” These pieces also protested the ongoing attempt to exclude
their community and its members from the narrative of armed resistance:
“No distinction should be made between blood and blood and no one should
be exalted or demeaned in accordance with anyone’s limited and unprescient
estimation.” They stressed that “the victims of the Holocaust, without excep-
tion and without discrimination between blood and blood, were ghetto rebels
in their lives as in their deaths.” This was a clear and immediate reference
to the struggle between HaShomer haTza'ir, Mapam, and Ahdut haAvodah
on the one hand and Herut and other secular groups on the other over the
glory of the uprisings. Haredi publications continually stressed that the im-
portance of the other form of resistance, spiritual resistance, should not be
diminished. This spiritual attitude was the chosen path of Haredi society.
Now, a decade after the rebellion, it was wrong to perpetuate the memories of
“only specific individuals from among the large Jewish Diaspora” and to oblit-
erate “the pure memories of millions of anonymous heroes whose heroism
was not expressed in a stormy eruption of revenge, but whose bold spirit and
courage is in no way inferior to that of their brethren, not even by a hair.”
The uprising, they explained, belonged to the entire Jewish public and was an
extension of the Jewish people’s daily and spiritual struggle against the plot
to destroy them. The claim that the uprising had been organized and carried
out by a select few, especially the members of the left-wing movements, was
not only a malicious distortion of the truth, but was motivated by political
interest. The ghetto fighters were all the Jews who remained after the Nazi
deportations, and “they did not fight and fall as Communists or socialists . . .
they shouted ‘Shema’Yisrael’ and they died as Jews.”

Haredi society, or at least part of it, also had to grapple with other chal-
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lenges it faced at that time. These challenges had no direct connection to
Yitzhak and Eliezer Gruenbaum, but they fell on the symbolic and ethical
spectrum over which individuals, operations, and projects were then judged,
for better or worse.*® The Haredim were in the arena whether or not they
wanted to be. The growing acuteness of the theological questions raised by
the Holocaust, the contradictory voices within the Haredi community, and
the community’s need to defend its “soft underbelly,” its theological zone of
vulnerability, all prompted the members of this extreme Haredi community
to redouble their attack on what they saw as Zionism's own weak defenses.
They sought, as it were, to move the battle into enemy territory. Yitzhak and
Eliezer Gruenbaum were part of what the Haredi community viewed not just
as the Zionist movement’s soft underbelly, but the even more sensitive area
under the belt. But this was not the only Haredi response. Other Haredi writ-
ers and leaders faced these issues directly without trying to sweep them under
the rug with simplistic theological concepts or by demonizing the Zionists.
These Haredim came up with profound and creative ideas that, while not of-
fering an open-and-shut solution to the problem, offered a way forward that
elicited interest and even respect even from those who were not persuaded
by them.

Accusing Zionism of responsibility for the Holocaust and the enlistment of
every possible argument to prove that charge were the kernel of this means
of coping with the catastrophe. For better or worse, the Zionist movement
was the mirror of the Haredi world, the place the Haredim gaze was directed
at and in which they saw their mirror image. Despite their abjuration of Zi-
onism, it was central to their world and the bedrock of their identity, much
in the same way that Christianity’s definition of itself is built on the Jewish
Other. Zionism’s claim to be the true representative of Jewish peoplehood
and history, like the Christian claim to be the True Israel, required traditional
Judaism to fashion itself as a response to the very claims it rejected. Those
Haredim who rejected the Zionist narrative and Zionist categories of heroism
and nationhood wrote their story and constructed their memory while peer-
ing into the Zionist mirror and grappling with the questions and challenges
they found there. The Gruenbaums’ story was assigned this context. Yitzhak
and Eliezer each played an important role in the Haredi drama. Father and
son, they shared a spiritual world —they were both outspoken secularists,
one Zionist and one Communist. Both were distant and arrogant, both had
strong gazes, and both supplied texts that could be used against them. One
had been a famous Zionist leader and one the leader of his group and a block
chief at Auschwitz-Birkenau. The space they occupied, and which yawned
between them, provided almost everything the Haredim needed for their bat-
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tle against Zionism and what it represented. A playwright could hardly have
fashioned better antagonists than history had.

In this context, the charge that Zionism was to blame for the catastrophe
was principally an attempt to divert attention from the need, recognized by
some members of the Haredi community, to grapple with the serious ques-
tions the Holocaust raised. In the end, the accusation was only one expression
of “spiritual poverty and superficiality, and an insult to historical truth and the
Jewish people,” as Dina Porat has so well put it, as well as “an insult to the Cre-
ator and his believers.”*® Shonfeld and his group played a central role in car-
rying out the mission of implicating the Gruenbaum family in this narrative.
The leading figures in this effort, Shonfeld and Gerlik, were almost certainly
cognizant of every link in the ideological-theological chain of propositions
that they served. Others may perhaps have rather been inspired by a sense of
historical mission without intimate knowledge of the details and their ram-
ifications. Like simple Hasidim who value scraps from their rebbe’s table as
spiritual nourishment without needing or wanting to delve deep into theology
and doctrine, the average Haredi was willing to accept on authority, when told
by his spiritual and community leaders, that Zionism, as personified by the
Gruenbaums, father and son, was the ultimate perpetrator of the Holocaust.

Who gave Shonfeld his orders? Most scholars have fingered the school of
Rabbi Avraham Yeshyahu Karelitz (the Hazon Ish) and the Satmer Rebbe as
the principal sources from which Shonfeld and his group drew their inspira-
tion. Some claim that Shonfeld was “a disciple and member of the household
of Rabbi Yitzhak Ze'ev Soloveitchik (the Gryz), the rabbi of Brisk, [who] later
became the head of the Brisk Yeshiva in Jerusalem, who was also a fierce op-
ponent of Zionism. This Rabbi Soloveitchik was also a great admirer of Rabbi
Elazar Menachem Shach, the Hazon Ish’s successor as the acknowledged
leader of a large part of the Israeli Haredi community, who was also appar-
ently an important backer of Shonfeld’s group.”®” According to Menachem
Friedman, a scholar and expert on the Haredi society, Shonfeld took the view
that Zionism had been an “ally” of the Nazis from the Hazon Ish. The latter
invoked a story told by Rabbi Yisrael Meir Kagan (the Chafetz Chayim), an
earlier important leader of Haredi Judaism and opponent of Zionism, about
a man who expended all his money and energy to rescue an inhabitant of his
town who had fallen into a pit and won plaudits from everyone who knew
him. But then it turned out that he himself had dug the pit into which his
unfortunate neighbor had fallen.*®

Shonfeld grew into the role. His rhetorical gifts, extremism, and certitude
had early on made him a spokesman for the Haredi community. In the early
1940s he found a place for himself as a fierce ideological opponent of Zionism.
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Friedman writes that Shonfeld “was one of the most prominent, interesting,
and talented” members of his group, and was a major influence on the Haredi
way of thinking that developed in the “new yeshiva world” in the years
1945-1948. He was unparalleled among the critics of Agudat Israel within the
Haredi community itself. The members and officials of his own community
did not escape the barbs of his violent and unbridled language.®”

His political environment was the area between Tze'irei Agudat Israel,
a movement he had helped found and in which he was a central figure and
ideologue, and Neturei Karta. The latter movement, which grew ever more
extreme and split into a number of factions that sought to outdo each other in
their extremism and activism, sparked his imagination.®® He liked to demon-
strate his independence of opinion, his antiestablishment position, and espe-
cially how ready he was to vacate his titles and positions in his community’s
official organizations. He seems to have become addicted to liminality. Even
though he permitted himself a wide scope for his writing, he never became
an advocate for freedom of thought in his community. On the contrary, he
demanded rigorous censorship in Haderekh against articles likely “to grant
desirable material to our opponents”; despite his being the embodiment of a
brutal and heated writer, he insisted that articles for the newspaper be “ed-
ited for taste and style.”®

While still an integral part of Agudat Israel, he feared that that party’s
participation in Yishuv politics would lead it to conformism and that its par-
ticipation in Yishuv elections could turn it into a Yishuv institution and pro-
duce a pragmatic and conciliatory approach. He was not mistaken. He thus
opposed the participation of his own organization, Tze'irei Agudat Israel, in
Agudat Israel’s internal elections. Participation in the elections presented “the
painful choice of betraying one’s conscience or party discipline. . . . The fact
that Agudat Israel has turned into a political party has made it into a party
that is guided by interest, and that is the explanation for the moral decline
it has experienced,” he explained to anyone who would listen.®> Mintz and
Po'alei Agudat Israel were, in his opinion, symbols of a creep toward Zionism.
Their ideology had been contaminated by the Haskalah and materialism, he
claimed, or perhaps they had simply lost their reason. Their connections with
the Zionist establishment, the benefits they gained from this, and their prag-
matism made that faction into “a Zionist snake in the bosom of Agudat Israel.”
The party’s “contribution” to Haredi society, he wrote, was like “the injection
into the Agudah body of the Zionist bacterium, in which they have multiplied
and spread.”®® A Jew who read European newspapers of that decade might
well think that expressions such as “Zionist snake” and “bacterium” had been
taken from the rhetoric of a strident foreign press.
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His long-running critique of Agudat Israel finally led him to resign his
membership in its Executive Committee and National Central Committee and
to continue to censure the party from outside. As a principled combatant and
a man who was proud of his modesty, he did not cease to proclaim that he had
been right to give up office and honor in the name of his opinions. Despite his
central role in shaping the policies of Tze'irei Agudat Israel, and even though
the faction did not identify with Agudat Israel and its leader, Meir Levin, the
faction did not follow Shonfeld into the wilderness. It remained within the
party and was represented in its institutions.**

Shonfeld was concerned about the messianic atmosphere that had taken
hold of a part of the Haredi community during Israel’s first years, “to the
point that even in yeshivot and in some Hasidic homes they did not refrain
from saying Hallel [a set of psalms recited on holidays] on Independence Day.”
He mocked the “Jews with seniority and position in the home of Agudat Is-
rael” who were swept up by this enthusiasm and “cast eyes shut with devotion
at the ‘beginning of the redemption’ that they prepared as a compensation
and payment for the Holocaust.”®® Not only was the State of Israel not “the
beginning of the redemption,” he maintained — it would actually delay the
Messiah’s arrival. The state was “the unchallenged legal daughter of Zion-
ism,” and the final goal of Zionism was “the normalization of the Jewish peo-
ple.” That being the case, Zionism had rebelled against the very “secret of the
endurance of the Jewish people, it has rejected and taken away the rationale
for its suffering and agonies, has not sought only to hasten the messianic end
of days, but has also had the temerity to entirely displace and depose it.”®® For
those who did not yet understand, he reminded his readers that Rabbi Kare-
litz had ruled that “the state is not the beginning of redemption but rather the
end of the Exile. It may well be that the distance in time between the Iqveta
deMeshiha [the tribulations preceding the arrival of the Messiah] and the
Athalta deGe’ulah [beginning of the redemption] is very small, this ends and
that begins, but the qualitative difference is polar.”*’

Yet he maintained that Haredim should move to the Holy Land without
regard to the regime there, and to try to influence its character from within.
“Tust as it is impossible to defend the borders of the State of Israel at a dis-
tance, so it is impossible to defend its sanctity at a distance,” he wrote. Nev-
ertheless, a clear boundary had to be preserved between this mission and
making “a peace compact with Zionism.” Care had to be taken to avoid a situ-
ation in which participation in Yishuv institutions, or in those of the young
state, could turn into a slippery slope of alliance. “The two conceptions and
two world organizations will remain opposed to each other. . . like a thing and
its opposite. There can be no compromise between the principle of the Torah’s
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sovereignty and the principle of the nation’s sovereignty. An ideological abyss
with no bridge or passage.”®®

Among the gentiles, he explained, there was a separation: “Render unto
God the things that are God’s and to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s.” In
Judaism, however, no such distinction can be made. There is only one way and
one alternative: “A state of the Torah or a state that rebels against the Torah
... the spiritual freedom of Torah-faithful Judaism versus the enslavement of
the secular regime of the State of Israel.” The Haredim had to remember that
a Torah state would not come to them “as a gift from on high.” They had to
avoid being misled, and “to think that the political independence of the State
of Israel has made us free.” Sovereignty over this stretch of land belongs to
“God and the Torah,” not to the state and its institutions.®®

According to Friedman, Shonfeld “was also a ‘Zionist, in the sense that he
incessantly stressed the profound and obligatory connection between every
religious Jew and the Land of Israel. He and those who thought as he did “were
not anti-Israeli in the crude and simplistic sense” of the word. To a certain ex-
tent, they were and remain patriots, perhaps even extreme patriots.” Perhaps
the best term for their position would be “Jewish patriotism.” In other words,
“to the same extent that they reject on principle the political framework de-
fined as the State of Israel and the ideals that it represents (‘Zionism’), they
feel a sense of responsibility to Israeli society as a necessarily Jewish society,
with all that implies.””

The smoking pistol and the energy to activate the move to blame the Ho-
locaust on Zionism and to make the Gruenbaums its type specimens were
provided to Shonfeld by Rabbi Weismandel, a central figure in the “Working
Group,” the emergency leadership of Slovakian Jewry and one of the initia-
tors of the Europa Plan, which proposed to bribe the Nazis through Dieter
Wisliceny, Eichmann’s agent in Bratislava, to stop the deportations. Rabbi
Weismandel maintained to his dying day that the plan had not been put into
action not because of the Nazis or because of political, logistical, or other con-
tingencies imposed by the war, but solely because of the position taken by the
Zionist leadership, in which Yitzhak Gruenbaum was central. His claim does
not sit well with the facts, but he would not be dissuaded.”

After the war, Weismandel became a bitter opponent of Israel and Zion-
ism. The material relating to the Europa Plan was edited and published by
his sons and students under the title Min haMetzar (Out of my straits). The
book served as material for a series of articles written and edited by Shonfeld
and his disciples that appeared in 1961-1962 in Digleinu, a periodical published
by Tze'irei Agudat Israel. The title of the series was Ani Ma'ashim — Min ha-
Metzar (I accuse — Out of my straits), and the hint was clear enough: Shonfeld
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was Emile Zola, and the horrible injustice committed against Dreyfus was, in
essence, the same crime that Zionism had committed in obstructing Weis-
mandel’s rescue plan.”” Both were conspiracies, and the task of Shonfeld and
his associates, in their view, was to frustrate the Zionist attempt to cover up
its complicity and to lead the Jewish people. This series of outspoken articles
presented “the broad context”; a series of additional “crimes” committed by
the Zionists were presented to the readers. The articles also laid out Zionism’s
“ideological basis,” which led to its opposition and hatred of Weismandel.
Clearly, the rescue operation planned by the Haredi Weismandel was mali-
ciously suppressed.

The series was published in pamphlet form as Serufe haKivshanim Ma’-
ashimim (Those burned in the furnaces accuse) at the end of 1974, and several
further editions have since been issued. Porat adds that Hug Bnei Torah, the
organization that produced the book, also put out, between 1977 and 1985, five
volumes entitled Hashqafateinu beAspaklariah shel Dorot (Our ideology in the
mirror of generations), which anthologized many of the pieces written by
Shonfeld and his associates. The editor of this series, Aharon Yeshaya Roter,
was viewed as Shonfeld’s heir —he shared his inclination toward Neturei
Karta—and as enjoying close relations with Rabbi Shach. Hug Bnei Torah
gradually affiliated itself with Rabbi Shach.” Serufe haKivshanim Maashimim
(Those burned in the furnaces accuse) became their Magna Carta, a book they
gave as a gift to people who joined their circle.

We do not know who spread the rumors that Eliezer was executed by his
comrades-in-arms during the Ramat Rachel battle. We can only guess. But
those who started the rumor were certainly people who had little concern
for the evidence. In their brutal determination to circumvent the faith ques-
tions the Holocaust raised by blaming the annihilation of European Jewry on
Zionism, they were willing to sacrifice not only sworn enemies like Yitzhak
and Eliezer Gruenbaum but even members of their own community, such as
Mintz and his associates, who were willing to engage in a dialogue with the
Zionists and to seek to understand the complexities of the dilemmas that Jews
faced in the ghettos and the camps. Shonfeld represents a society in which
truth is absolute and brooks no compromise or understanding, a society riven
by internal divisions over rabbinic authority and fine points of observance.
It is not uncommon for one Haredi court or community to post notices an-
nouncing the death of a rival rabbi who is very much alive, as a way of vilify-
ing him and marking him out as deserving of divine punishment. In doing so,
they insist, they are glorifying God. Such people will hardly raise an eyebrow
about spreading rumors about a soldier being killed by his comrades-at-arms.
These are not mere thugs — they are thugs on a transcendental mission.
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These contexts and patterns of action constructed a necessary and ethi-
cal connection between what was presented as the world of the father and
what was presented as the world of the son. Out of this grew a diversion op-
eration that laid out the principal lines of the Haredi narrative about Eliezer
Gruenbaum.

Realm of Memory 3

So run the principal lines of the four main retrospective narratives ex-
amined in this book —the Communist narrative, the Haredi narrative, the
Zionist narrative, and the personal and family narrative. These distinct and
central narratives all emerge from a single convoluted life. They cover twenty
years of turbulent and varied activity by Itche, Eliezer, Ezriel Gruenbaum, and
Leon Berger, all the many names he bore as part of his complex personality.
They are also the product of another fifty years of polemic over his memory,
heroism, or shame. His life spanned five countries — Poland, France, Spain,
Germany, and the Yishuv-Israel, where it, but not the story, ended. There is
a narrative for each group, tailored to its needs, written explicitly or implied
with shreds and shards. These narratives all seek to blame someone and are
less concerned with the roots, reasons, and circumstances of his actions. Like
a wretched Rashomon, they to this day struggle with each other for hegemony
over a collective memory that is in any case shattered.

The Communist narrative embodied an emanation of the fear felt by the
French and Polish parties (and the expatriate Polish Communists in France).
They were apprehensive that continuing preoccupation with Eliezer, and
others who had been in the same position, could reverse the growth in politi-
cal support they were enjoying and thus harm their chances of becoming the
ruling party. The narrative was also shaped by the desire of senior operatives
to return, as quickly as possible, to their tranquil routines in Paris and Po-
land. Eliezer’s story threatened to drag them, too, into the abyss. That seemed
so menacing that they simply expunged Eliezer, not only from their recent
past in the camps, but also from the Spanish Civil War.

The Haredi narrative grew out of that community’s need to link the father
to the son. It used smoke screens and verbal pyrotechnics to make an easy
escape from weighty and agonizing theological questions. This community
included many who viewed the Zionist state as the wellspring of all pollution,
and who refused to recognize its army, its soldiers, and its officers — yet took
to the ramparts to prevent a man they saw as a rotten apple from taking a
place in that state’s pantheon. These people and their sons did not serve in the
Israeli army or place their lives on the line for the Jewish state, but neverthe-
less took to themselves the right to declare that it was unbefitting for Eliezer
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to have fought for the country they did not want and did not recognize. They
did all they could to ensure that he would not get any of the honor accorded to
the fallen soldiers of Israel’s War of Independence.

The Zionist narrative emerged from a primal and embryonic society un-
dergoing the complex process of constructing a nation and a society. It had
fought a bloody War of Independence and needed heroes and symbols quite
different from those embodied by a balding Polish Communist lawyer who
had not wanted to come to the new Jewish state and did not want to stay there.
Yet this man had not only served as a controversial block chief in Birkenau —
he had also, in dying in battle, inevitably become part of the Israeli national
ethos.

And, finally, there was a personal and family narrative, belonging to just a
handful. For them, even though Eliezer had been their clan’s black sheep, they
believed in him and to this day maintain his innocence.

WAS ELIEZER GRUENBAUM a Shakespearean hero? Macbeth, perhaps?
Both evil and tragic? A hero and a villain?

And what motivated him? Was it the pursuit of power? Fanaticism? Com-
munist ideology? Sectorial, almost religious loyalty to his party? His almost
utter identification of himself with his movement? Could that be true of a
man who was so independent, such an individualist, so critical and insubor-
dinate? Maybe he wanted simply to help others? Or did he want social esteem?
Perhaps he wanted to emulate his father — perhaps he felt himself in compe-
tition with such a prominent parent?

Could it be that he was arrogant and brutal, but also brave? Having as-
sumed the bearing of a ruler, perhaps he became addicted to power? Was he
an active member of the underground? Did he deliberately place his own life
in mortal danger? Beyond the mortal danger in which every life at the death
camps by definition found itself in?

Could it he have taken the positions he was asked to take, and reach the
standing that he reached, without these character traits? Could he have sur-
vived those horrible positions without being that kind of person? Did he do it
only for himself or also for those close to him? Did he serve himself most of
the time, or did he generally serve both himself and his comrades? Could cha-
risma, natural leadership, and charm coexist within him with more dismal
and despicable characteristics? Could he have been both brave and cowardly
at the same time? Was he also defeated by the horrifying pressure he was
under at the camps — was he a victim?

Does the character of Eliezer contain those things that are, as Chateau-
briand put it, the soul of history, those nuances that express the uniqueness
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of a historical event “as it happened” and as it was experienced? Must we
attend to these details here, here in particular, in the complex and many-lay-
ered story of Eliezer? And what in the words of Eliezer and his associates was
fictional, untruthful, refurbished, but less painful than the truth? What was
the truth that they, too, whether as individuals or as a collective, had such a
hard time accepting?

To what extent does the outcome of this line of thought depend on the
tough question of what percentage of Holocaust survivors were those who
had enjoyed privileges in the camps and ghettos?

Was Eliezer given an opportunity to make his voice heard? Was there even
a chance, among all those circles that overlapped in his life and story, that
his voice would be heard? Was he correct when he claimed that he had been
deprived of his glory and left only with blood on his hands?

Would his fate have been different — even if he did all that he did — had his
name not been Gruenbaum?
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RESEARCH NOTES:
FROM CLIO’S ELUSIVE WORLD

Iasked F
“shepherd.” But does it have another, more exalted meaning in French culture? She told

n about the significance of the name Leon Berger. In French, berger means

me that it is a very common name in France, and many Jews adopted it as a replacement
for a previous name that sounded too Jewish. It was a good name for assimilating into
French society. Her own uncle, she told me, had done just this when he moved to France.
But, no, she said, the name has no other meaning in French culture.

But what about “Leon”? I sought an answer.

The simple meaning of the word is “lion,” a symbol of boldness, heroism, courage,
kingship. That is clear. Perhaps he also took the name Leon because that was the name
of the first Jew to fall in the Spanish Civil War. Perhaps it also referred to that important
Parisian Jew, statesman, and former prime minister, Léon Blum? Leon was a good choice.
It offered a good and worthy semantic field.

Did he adopt this name because he saw himself; or his friends saw him, as a shepherd,
aleader who looks after and protects his flock?

I continued to search, and found the following about Leon Berger:

In the late 1830s and early 1840s, Heinrich Essig, a town councilor in Leonberg, near
Stuttgart, crossed a black and white Newfoundland bitch with a male of the Barry
breed from the monastery hospice Grand St. Bernhard. Later a Pyrenean Mountain
dog was added. The result was very large dogs with predominantly long, white coats.
Essig sought to produce a lion-like animal, a lion being depicted on the Leonberger
coat of arms. The first dogs that can be called real Leonbergers were whelped in 1846.
They combined the excellent qualities of the breeds from which they stemmed. In
short order, dogs from Leonberg were bought up around the world and became status
symbols. At the end of the 19th century, the Leonberger became the preferred farm
dog in Baden-Wiirttemberg. His watch and draft abilities were much praised. But the
breeding stock shrank dramatically during both World Wars and in needy postwar
times. Today the Leonberger is considered an excellent family dog that answers to all
modern needs.

Due to the purpose for which it was originally bred, the Leonberger is a strong,
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muscular, yet elegant dog. It is distinguished by its balanced build and its calm and
confident, yet lively, temperament. Males, in particular, are powerful and strong."

I continued a search for other possible sources of the name, and discovered this:

The new guillotine apparatus was composed of two wooden slots through which a
sharp and diagonal blade traveled. The new form of the blade was meant to cut the
head easily and quickly, rather than strike at it hard like the old apparatus, in order
to cut it off.

Prior to his execution, the nape of the convict was shaven and he arrived at the
killing site in a closed carriage. The convict ascended to the guillotine face forward,
his hands tied behind his back and his eyes bare. He was tied with a strap to a vertical
wooden board that reached up to his chest. The board turned on a hinge and passed
from a horizontal position, when the convict’s head entered the lunette, a circle the di-
ameter of a man’s neck, which held his head in place. The sharp blade would descend
rapidly and quickly and cleanly slice off the head, which fell into a basket, ironically
called the “picnic basket.” Since the heart was still beating, a powerful jet of blood
would spurt out. The execution team would be covered with blood from head to toe,
and according to testimonies the place stand and dogs would gather there at night to
lick up the blood.

The operator of the guillotine would grasp the hair or ears of the convict and pres-
ent him to the public.

In 1870-1872 the guillotine structure was improved by Leon Berger, but remained
very similar.

Leon Berger was an assistant executioner and carpenter. He improved the guil-
lotine by adding auxiliary mechanism, such as a handle to release the blade, a col-
lapsible base for the body, and a shield meant to prevent blood from spraying on the
executioner and his assistant. The blade, with its screws, weighed 40 kilograms [88
pounds] and the height of the poles was 4 meters.”

“A good name is better than precious ointment; and the day of death is better than
the day of one’s birth” (Ecclesiastes 7:1). And a name, perhaps, is not chosen or given by
chance.

So who are you, Leon Berger?
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ELIEZER GRUENBAUM:
CHRONOLOGY

Eliezer spent a total of approximately two years and seven months in the Auschwitz net-
work of camps and approximately four months in Buchenwald after being transported
from Beaune-la-Rolande on June 27, 1942.

Auschwitz
End of June or beginning of July 1942: arrives at Auschwitz.

Beginning of July: first three days at Auschwitz I.

Birkenau

July 1942: arrives at Birkenau.

July-August 1942: Block 9, “chief of prisoners,” deputy to Block Chief Konczal.

End of August 1942: transferred to Block 4. Sent to course at Block Officer School, but
the school was shut down before he completed the course. Eliezer appointed clerk in
Block 4, a post that granted him relative anonymity.

September 1942: Falls ill with typhus, rides out illness in Block 9.

October 1942: Returns to his post as Konczal’s deputy.

January 1943: Transferred to Block 39 (or, according to another version, Block 25). Serves
as block chief for five days, charged with preparing it to take in prisoners. A week
later he managed to receive a transfer and resume his position in Block 9.

End of February-July 1943: Serves as chief of Block 20.

July 1943-January 1944: Block 20 is moved to the new camp and redesignated Block 30.
Eliezer continues to serve as block chief.

January 1944: Removed from position as block chief.

January 20, 1944: Placed as laborer in a Kommando assigned to divert the Vistula River.

Buna-Monowitz, Jawischowitz

March-April 1944 to January 1945: Sent to Buna-Monowitz, and then a few days later to
the mining camp at Jawischowitz, where he served as a laborer in a work detail.

January 17 or 18, 1945: Evacuated from Jawischowitz.
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Buchenwald

End of January through May 1945 (the end of the war): In Buchenwald.

March 1945: First inquiry, spurred by charges made by Czech prisoners.

April 6-7,1945: Evacuation of Buchenwald; Eliezer active in planning uprising.

April 11, 1945: Liberation of Buchenwald. Eliezer takes part in cutting the fences. During
the days that followed, Eliezer serves as pursuer of SS personnel fleeing the camp
and hiding in the area.

Inquiries following Liberation

May 25, 1945-Sept. 7, 1945: Second inquiry, sponsored by the Polish Communist Party.
September 1945-March 20, 1946: Third inquiry, by French authorities.

May 1, 1946: Arrival in Palestine.

May 22, 1948: Killed in the battle of Ramat Rachel.
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1. For criticism of Shaltiel, to the point of lack of confidence in him, see, for example,
the testimony of Lt. Col. Yeshoshafat Harkabi, “Gold,” March 16, 1953, IDFA 922/78/290,
PP- 3-4. See also JIA 38/9-473/168, Ramat Rachel Battles, “The Battle that Saved Jerusa-
lem,” p. 2. See also Levi (Levitseh) 1986, 364.

2. Ben-Hanan 1989, 4-7.

3. From the time hostilities broke out following the UN General Assembly vote on
November 29, 1947, that approved the partition of Palestine through the end of the War of
Independence, more than two hundred Israelis were buried in the temporary cemetery.

4. Elath 1979; Melman 1987; Schueftan 1986; al-Tal 1960; Pappé 1995.

5. BGHA, BGD, May 14, 1948.

6. Richman 1996, 102; Glasner-Heled and Bar-On 2004, n. 68.

2. Poland, Lancicia, District Prison, 1929

1. The party’s Historical Institute, part of the KC PZPR, Duracz Archive, Legal Matter:
J. Gutner et al., 1929, 105/1454, Hoover Institution, Stanford, CA.

2. Frister 1987, 267-277; Glasner-Heled and Bar-On 2004, 111-146.

3. The first version appears in Frister 1987, 270-272. The second comes from Yonatan
Gruenbaum, unpublished manuscript, chapter on Eliezer Gruenbaum.

4. A company of Jewish volunteers in the Spanish Civil War also bore his name. See
Geshur 2000, 502.

5. Frister 1987, 270-276.

6. M. Zertal 1980, 278-288.

7. Yonatan Gruenbaum, unpublished manuscript, chapter on Eliezer.

8. The Comintern, or the Third Communist International, was a union of the world’s
Communist parties founded by Lenin’s left-wing faction of the Russian Social Democrats.
Lenin’s faction opposed the participation of the working class in World War I and called
in 1915 for the establishment of a new international socialist organization, to replace the
existing Second International. The Comintern was founded in Moscow in 1919.

267



9. Yonatan Gruenbaum, unpublished manuscript, chapter on Eliezer. On Eliezer the
womanizer see Meir Hartman’s comments in Ben-Hanan 1989, 4-7.

10. See, for example, the remarks made by his close disciple Moshe Sneh (Klein-
baum), in Melzer 1995, 1:3. On the fiftieth birthday celebration see Rozenman 1988,
205-206; Frister 1987, 270-276.

11. On Pitsudski see Ference 1994, 469.

12. Guterman 1997, 181-182.

13. For details see Guterman 1997, 358-371.

14. Modern-day Jewish autonomy had its roots in the period of the German occupa-
tion during World War I. The Germans allowed the Jews to join free confessional organi-
zations headed by elected committees. The very first law promulgated by independent
Poland reaffirmed this arrangement.

15. See Gutman and Bartal 2001, 430-431; Rozenman 1988, 205-218; Shaary 1983, 11-51;
ibid., 21-58; Zait 2002, 278-280.

16. Yitzhak Gruenbaum 1963, 156-161; Levinson 1953, 255. On Polish government eva-
sions of the minorities charter see also Zait 2002, 276.

17. Netzer 1980, 115-116; Guterman 1997, 188, 199-206, 370. On the depth of Polish anti-
semitism see, for example, Gruenbaum’s speech in the Sjem: Yitzhak Gruenbaum 1963,
40-43.

18. Frister 1987, 276-277; Yonatan Gruenbaum, unpublished manuscript; Ben-Hanan
1989, 4-7.

19. Roos 1966; “Pitsudski, J6zef Klemens,” in Lerski 1996, 439-442.

20. Yonatan Gruenbaum, unpublished manuscript; Frister 1987.

21. Yitzhak took his younger son with him to attend the Sixteenth Zionist Congress
in Zurich, and from there passed him on to relatives in France. Frister 1987, 272-273.

2.2. Frister 1987, 276-277.

3. Paris, Fifth Arrondissement, 5 Rue Linné, 1931

1. Poznanski 2001; Poznanski 2000.

2. For obvious reasons, the word “Foreign” was later changed to “Immigrant,” and
it became the Main d’Oeuvre Immigré. See, for example, Boyarin 1986, 47-48; Zaagsma
2006.

3. Beevor and Cooper 1994, 260-267.

4. Frister 1987, 278; Ben-Hanan 1989, 4-7.

5. Glasner-Heled and Bar-On 2004, 39-40.

6. Boyarin 1991, 46-47.

7. Yonatan Gruenbaum, unpublished manuscript, chapter on Itche, p. 6, n. 12.

8. Paris Inquiry, M. (Monsieur) Marchesseaux, Jan. 20, 1946.

9. Frister 1987, 307.

10. Paczkowski 1988, 49-56; N. Cohen 2001, 301-326; Frister 1987, 307-310.

11. Frister 1987, 307-310; Ben-Hanan 1989, 4-7.

268 ||| Notes to Chapter 3



4. Spain, March 1938-1939
1. Paris Inquiry, document from archive file, 165-166; Paris Inquiry, M. Marches-
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Research Notes: From Clio’s Elusive World
1. See www.leonberger-hunde.org/breed_history.html.
2. See http://boisdejustice.com/History/History.html.
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