
THE RESCUE AND SURVIVAL OF JEWS IN OCCUPIED WESTERN EUROPE – A REAPPRAISAL
Bob Moore (University of Sheffield)

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Jewish rescue and survival in Western Europe during the Holocaust period has been discussed from a number of different perspectives, and there are many salient factors that have been suggested to explain the widely differing mortality rates between France, Belgium and the Netherlands. These include the differences in the structures of German rule, the nature of the Jewish communities involved, and the national and regional circumstances of Nazi occupation.
  A comparative examination of self-help and rescue in these countries as one issue in this analysis does suggest that the ability of Jews to be assisted in hiding, or to hide themselves, was conditioned by a number of factors that have been overlooked or underplayed in previous studies. These were the traditions of rescue; the persistence of independent Jewish organisations; the incidences of co-operation between Jewish and non-Jewish organisations; the nuancing of responses to persecution by Christian leaders, and the role of social leadership in particular communities.

To put this in context, it could be argued that the existing historiography of rescue has served to skew our understanding of how Jews managed to escape the ‘final solution’. There are, of course, the many autobiographies, testimonies and writings of the survivors themselves but in most cases, such narratives profess only a limited knowledge of the wider context of the survival they record. The work of Yad Vashem in identifying ‘Righteous among the Nations’ has served to bring non-Jewish help to the forefront of discussions on Jewish survival during the Holocaust,
 but it has led to the collection and publication of rescuer narratives with little attention being paid to the geographical or political context in which the rescues took place, or any wider analysis for the explanations behind them save for some broad categorisations.
 This trend has been accentuated by the use righteous rescuers as the basis for sociological studies on the origins of altruism,
 and on the highlighting of Christian motivations behind particular acts of rescue.
 More recent works have compared and contrasted behaviour patterns in an attempt to draw overarching conclusions about the impact of Christian belief and moral values on this behaviour as well as analyses of altruism.
 This concentration on non-Jews as a factor in rescue has also served to mean that Jewish resistance in local and national contexts has been considered separately and the links between the two have been underplayed. 
Turning first to the existence of traditions of helping the disadvantaged and the persecuted. These go back millennia in human history, but the First World War provides us with pertinent examples of rescue – in the help offered by civilians in German occupied Europe to allied servicemen in hiding, escaping POWs, deserters and draft-dodgers. Moreover, in the case of Belgium many of the older generation clearly remembered the occupation of 1914-1918 and needed no prompting to despise and hate the Germans. Indeed there were some who had been engaged in illegal work in that conflict and saw the events of 1940 as a reason to resume their clandestine activities.

These clear linkages between resistance and rescue activities in both occupations can be seen at an individual level. For example, Albert van den Berg had served in the First World War as an ordinary soldier, but other members of his family had been actively involved in the espionage network, La Dame Blanche.
 Thus a ‘tradition’ of resistance already existed in the family so that when the Germans once again overran the country in 1940, van den Berg became associated with the ‘Clarence’ network and with the rescue of Jews.
 Likewise Charel Willekens of Neerpelt in Belgium had been a passeur during the Great War smuggling  people, goods and mails across the Dutch frontier. During the Second World War he was credited with having saved at least 75 Belgian and Allied servicemen airmen by collecting them and then putting them in touch with an escape line and he also reputedly assisted at least 25 Jewish families from the Netherlands to cross the frontier on their way southwards.
 

If ‘rescue’ was not unique to the Second World War it is also true that Jews were by no means the only recipients of aid during the Nazi persecution, albeit they were the only ones for whom capture could almost automatically be equated with death after the summer of 1942. Political opponents were the first targets later followed by many hundreds of thousands of others avoiding the imposition of German measures, most notably those related to forced labour. However, the first examples of organised help predated the German invasion of 1940; in the aid to refugees from the Spanish Civil War and for political activists on the run. These were networks like the Matteotti Fund and the Red Help run by social democrats and communists respectively. After May 1940, there were other individuals and groups that focussed on helping servicemen fleeing German internment. This seems to have been the case in the Netherlands where early escape networks involving priests and local farmers began by helping escaping Belgian and French soldiers in areas near the German border and expediting illegal frontier crossings into Belgium. Many of the problems of helping Allied airmen on the run; of appearance, language and lack of identity papers –were also to be evident in helping Jews later in the occupation. While many early networks remained specialised, or moved into other forms of resistance such as clandestine newspapers or sabotage, there were some organisations that started out by helping pilots or servicemen but later extended their rescue activities to include Jews. In these cases, the penalties for discovery were equally shared between rescuers and rescued. From the very beginning of the occupation, the rescue of Jews was therefore inextricably linked to other forms of escape activity. 

Comparison between France and Belgium on the one hand and the Netherlands on the other does show major differences in the existence of independent Jewish organisations during the occupation. Pre-war Paris was home to about two-thirds of the Jewish population of France, made up of indigenous French Jews, immigrants from Eastern Europe and an appreciable number of recently arrived refugees from Germany and Austria.
 While French Jews dominated the Consistory and the communities’ secular organisations, the foreign Jews developed their own organisations; chief among them being the Main d’Oeuvre Immigrée (MOI), a manual labour association for immigrants organised by the communists. Moreover the immigrant communities continued to organise themselves according to their countries of origin and were large enough to sustain a thriving Yiddish press.

After the armistice, many fled south and only the Jewish Communist Party and the MOI had remained active in Paris, albeit underground. The Consistory leaders decided to stay in Vichy, and the vacuum in Paris was filled by what became known as the Amelot Committee, made up from three political groups, (the Bund, and the left and right wings of Poale-Zion), and two other organisation, the Fédération des Sociétés Juives de France (FSJF) and the Colonie Scolaire both of which had operated in the field of Jewish welfare before the occupation.
 As with many other immigrant organisations, its leading lights Léo Glaeser, Yéhuda Jacoubovitch and David Rapoport had been politically active long before they arrived in France. While the communists continued to operate separately, the Amelot Committee effectively formed the basis for the underground communal response to the plight of the immigrant and refugee Jews in the occupied zone. At this stage, it remained a legal organisation and attempted to tread a path that would involve cooperation both with the Consistory on the one hand and the communists on the other.
Later there was a much wider co-operation between Jewish groups where the Organisation Juive de Combat (OJC) brought together the previously antagonistic Zionists and Jewish Scout Movement (EIF), and later the Union des Juifs pour la Résistance et l’Entraide (UJRE), and the Comité Général de Défense des Juifs. This proved of great value as the scrutiny and persecution by the Vichy authorities and the German occupiers became ever more intense as the occupation approached its fourth year. These Jewish organisations, both open and clandestine, ultimately operating to help those in need in both occupied and unoccupied zones acted as an essential counterweight to the collaborationist Union Général des Israélites de France (UGIF).
The importance of Jewish self-help is even more marked in Belgium than in France. After the occupation, the Consistory was re-formed as it was deemed essential to maintain a ‘presence’ and so that the community had somewhere to turn in a time of crisis.
 However, it later became a more formalised representative body, the Association des Juifs de Belgique (AJB) and remained largely dominated by upper middle class Jewish ‘notables’ with little real contact with the overwhelmingly Eastern European Jewish proletariat.
 

For a long time before the German invasion, there had been a number of secular left-wing organisations devoted to helping the Jews. The communist Main d‘Oeuvre Étrangère (MOE) helped all immigrants whereas Solidarité Juive had been created in 1939 specifically to help Jewish political refugees from Poland.
 However a greater degree of unity occurred only when the threat of mass deportation was on the horizon. The Comité de Défense des Juifs (CDJ) was formed as a national structure devoted exclusively to helping the Jews threatened by Nazi policies and opposed the collaborationism of the AJB. Its inception owed much to elements within the Independence Front (FI),
 a resistance movement founded on 15 March 1941 that had brought together leaders from a number of different political strands and emerged more or less simultaneously in five major cities, albeit centred in Brussels, and in response to the first threats of deportation in July 1942. 
 Its long-time leader was Hertz (Joseph/Ghert) Jospa, a communist of Rumanian/Bessarabian origins whose wife, Yvonne, was also to play a major role in the organisation. 
The cosmopolitan nature of organisation can be seen by the backgrounds of others involved. They included the left-wing-catholic Emile Hambresin,
 Abusz (Abous) Werber of the left-wing Poale Zion and Israël (Maurice) Mandelbaum of Solidarité Juive. If these three could be regarded as representatives of illegal groups, the right-wing Chaïm Perelman, professor at the Free University in Brussels was included, as were the industrialist Benjamin (Benno) Nykerk, the secretary of the Brussels Jewish community, Edouard Rotkel, and Eugene Hellendael, a member of the Brussels AJB.
 Although many of the bourgeois elements involved in the creation of the CDJ were wary of becoming involved with left-wing organisations and apostate Jewish communists like Jospa, they were prepared to stifle these fears in pursuit of an organisation that would help the community as a whole.
  All this was in stark contrast to the Netherlands where immigrant Jewish organisations were all-but non-existent and there was no counterweight to the collaborationist and all-embracing Amsterdam Jewish Council. 
Perhaps more important than the co-operation between different Jewish groups in France were the links they forged with other Christian groups, for example with the Quakers and the YMCA through their charitable work during the Spanish Civil War, and most notably with the Protestant Comité Inter-Mouvements Auprès d’Evacués (CIMADE), established in 1939 to help refugees evacuated from the frontier zones of Alsace and Lorraine. Thus even before the fall of France, there were well-established contacts with non-Jewish welfare networks to provide aid to all refugees and those in held in camps, irrespective of their political or racial backgrounds.  After the major raids of 16 and 17 July and the incarceration of 12,000 non-French Jews in the Vel d’Hiv, Solidarité and the Amelot Committee began to look for more outside help. The communists responded to the first deportation convoys from the camps in June 1942 by identifying 200 Catholic and Protestant institutions likely to hide Jews and the Amelot Committee began widening its contacts with non-Jewish social workers.
 When the first mass round ups took place in July, the communists distributed a special leaflet directed at the immigrant Jews.

Do not passively wait in your homes… Take steps to hide your families with non-Jews. If arrested, resist the police by all possible means: barricade your apartment, call for help, fight, do whatever you can to escape.

Thus the basis for an organised Jewish resistance to German measures had been laid.

In Belgium, the level of integration and co-operation between Jewish and non-Jewish resistance and rescue organisations is remarkable, even when compared with France. The CDJ was helped by organisations from across the political spectrum.
 Finance came from rich Jews and later from banks and other organisations such as the JDC and Oeuvre Nationale de l’Enfance (ONE). Around June 1943, the organisation was spending BFr.300,000 per month just on help for adults in hiding and the total budget during the occupation was estimated to have reached a staggering BFr.48 million.
 

CDJ links with non-Jewish organisations allowed it to find addresses and hiding places, and also secure a supply of false papers through its association with the FI, and benefited from the co-operation of sympathetic local mayors and amenable civil servants who incorporated false identities into existing population records.
  Indeed, this system seems to hold the key to understanding how so many adult Jews survived with the help of the CDJ, not so much by hiding ‘underground’ but living false lives more or less in the open, while limiting their movements to reduce the risk of scrutiny of their papers.  

The role of the major Christian denominations; their leaders, clerics and congregations has been much discussed in the context of help for Jews. Here it is possible to provide just one example of the differences in behaviour between the three Catholic leaders in France, Belgium and the Netherlands, namely Cardinal-Archbishop Pierre-Marie Gerlier of Lyon, Cardinal-Archbishop van Roey of Mechelen and Cardinal-Archbishop de Jong of Utrecht. France in the 1930s, had seen many leading churchmen condemning Nazi antisemitism and Cardinals Verdier (Paris) Liénart (Lille) and Gerlier (Lyon) had all expressed their solidarity with the Jewish community, both in 1933 and again after Reichskristallnacht in 1938.
 Catholics could therefore be found expressing sympathy for the Jews while at the same time condemning their role in alien ideologies such as capitalism or communism. This position undoubtedly reflected the ambivalence of leading French clerics. Even Gerlier, who was later to become a champion of persecuted Jewry, was reputed to have ‘an instinctive dislike for the Jews’ based on their supposed role in the failure of the Union Générale bank that had led to the collapse of his family’s fortunes. At the same time, he had good relations with the Jewish community leaders in Lyon and was viewed by them with respect.
 In contrast, other leading clerics took a very different stance, with the bishops of Grenoble and Chambéry leading the way in welcoming the Vichy regime’s first anti-Jewish measures.
 This suggests that Catholic attitudes to the Jews were probably largely determined by local considerations and local leaders. Moreover, like the French population at large, many Catholic leaders chose to make a distinction between the treatment meted out to foreign Jews, which they accepted as ‘necessary’, and the extension of the prejudicial legislation to French Jews, which they did not. 
The role of Marc Boegner in mobilising Protestant communities to help Jews and other refugees in both the occupied and unoccupied zone of France is well-known, but it could be argued that some of his Catholic counterparts were just as important in harnessing their much more numerous subordinates and congregations. In spite of the Church’s continually professed loyalty to Vichy, this did not prevent some leading clerics from speaking out. For example, Jules-Géraud Saliège, Archbishop of Toulouse promulgated a pastoral letter on 23 August 1942 affirming the position of the Jews as part of the human race. He was followed soon afterwards by Pierre-Marie Théas, Bishop of Montauban and then by Gerlier himself, who spoke for, if not with the authority of, all the Catholic clergy in France in condemning the deportations while at the same time reaffirming loyalty to the Marshal and his regime.
 Influence was therefore largely limited to private advice to both clergy and lay-people within particular diocese to support Jews in hiding.
 Individual prelates could also exercise influence over individual monasteries, convents, seminaries, welfare and educational institutions that were not controlled by the diocese and archdiocese but directly from Rome or by the headquarters of order concerned. Moreover, their names could be invoked in order to encourage the laity to co-operate in sheltering Jews.
 

Cardinal van Roey and Catholic institutions are also central to any understanding of the ways in which rescue developed in Belgium. Beyond neighbours and acquaintances, Christian leaders such as bishops and priests were often the first port of call for Jews who were forced to look for reliable help outside their own community. Initially this was often to obtain (false) baptismal certificates to exempt the holder from deportation, but later also encompassed requests for shelter, ration cards or help to escape the country altogether.
 Van Roey personally intervened on behalf of people arrested, although few were ultimately saved. He remained opposed to public appeals to the Germans, even after the deportations had begun, preferring private interventions for individuals and small groups. His reasoning was that previous appeals on other issues had achieved nothing, that the Germans had promised not to touch Jews with Belgian nationality and that any protest might bring adverse consequences for Jewish children hidden in Catholic institutions.
 He undoubtedly knew exactly what was happening in the Catholic cloisters and orphanages across the country and he had even privately sanctioned such actions, no doubt being aware of the complicity of his secretary, René Ceuppens in this work.
 He was also aware of the deportations and wrote to the Vatican about the brutality and cruelty that revolted the Belgian people.
 Van Roey therefore trod the same tightrope as many of his colleagues elsewhere in German-occupied Europe, balancing the humanitarian and religious obligations of his office with the need to protect the secular interests of his church at a time of crisis.

In the Netherlands, the Roman Catholic Church took steps to protect the small number of Jewish converts in its schools and also refused to have signs prohibiting Jews placed in Catholic public institutions. Unlike his Belgian and French counterparts, Cardinal de Jong did protest when the deportations began, and his public declaration was read from every pulpit. However, this merely prompted the Germans to arrest and deport most of the Catholic converts and de Jong seems subsequently to have been less proactive than his colleagues, Cardinals Gerlier and Van Roey as the deportations continued. He was described as not having a particularly militant or confrontational attitude
, but this would not have prevented him giving a more positive lead to his subordinates in private. Indeed, he was prepared to take a stand on some issues, for example in defending Roman Catholic hospitals that refused to give up their Jewish patients, but the overall impact of his leadership seems to have been much less than his counterparts in Mechelen and Lyon. The actual difference may have been little more than nuances, but they were enough to have a major impact in what happened ‘on the ground’ in individual parishes. That said, it is also important to recognise that the Dutch Catholic Church had fewer practical resources to call upon as it had less of an ‘institutional’ and welfare role than its counterparts in France and Belgium. 

Sociological and social anthropological studies of rescue are primarily concerned with interrogating and understanding the role of the individuals and this has meant that the role played by organised networks has often been downplayed. This has been exacerbated by the testimony of those rescued who remembered individuals but who were, of necessity, kept in ignorance of the organisations involved. Yet even the most cursory examination of the subject reveals that most participants were ultimately linked in to networks created or adapted to meet the needs of Jews and others on the run. 

The creation of networks could come through many different channels; political, educational or neighbourhood, but all usually required an individual driving force. In Belgium, for example, Bishop Kerkhofs of Liège recruited other members of the clergy into the work of saving Jews by holding meetings specifically to discuss the issue. As was recalled by one of his priests when he was made the award as ‘righteous among the nations’, 
I was one of a number of priests called to attend. The bishop did not compel anyone, given the dangers it exposed one to, but he desired that his priests should know how much pride he had in those who risked their life to save the lives of others.

No other priests in the diocese recalled such meetings, but others spoke of letters from Kerkhofs encouraging them to aid and to hide the Jews.
 He also used pastoral letters to mobilise lay Catholics, although the language used was inevitably circumscribed, as well as sanctioning priests to issue backdated baptismal certificates and adjust parish registers. The practical matters associated with hiding Jews; the identification of hiding places, the provision of food, ration cards and identity documents was taken on by van den Berg.
 Sanctioned by the bishop, he approached the directors of welfare institutions, rectors, and headmasters of schools as well as the abbots and mother superiors of religious houses to provide aid and hiding places. 

Apart from the connections with the local Catholic Church and the bishop, this network was very much a van den Berg family affair. Even before Albert’s arrest, his brother-in-law had been an integral part of the network, as had his wife who visited children in hiding and his daughter who worked in van den Berg’s offices. His cousin, Berthe Vandenkieboom, was also involved. Another devout Catholic, she worked for an organisation that placed children weakened by tuberculosis or other diseases with families or institutions in the countryside. This again allowed the network access to other institutions and foster parents.
 Liège therefore provides an outstanding example of how pre-existing social and professional contacts between Jewish and non-Jewish clandestine organisations with the Catholic Church provided huge advantages in mobilising when the first arrests and deportations took place in 1942. It also shows how important the attitudes of leading clergy were in fostering help and support for Jews in hiding, as there was a major difference in the amount of help provided in Wallonia – where bishops were more sympathetic – when compared with Flanders. 
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Such overwhelming considerations did not have the same impact on many of his subordinates and it would be wrong to suggest that all this was driven by initiatives or ‘hints’ from the Church leadership. There were many cases of individual priests acting on their own or in concert with colleagues or the CDJ to provide assistance to Jews in various ways. This was especially true in Brussels, in districts like Schaerbeek and Anderlecht, where there were higher than average Jewish populations. In Schaerbeek, the priest Georges Meunier, together with his curate Armand Spruyt had been ‘specialists’ in the baptism of Jews before the war, and during the occupation carried out at least 160 such ceremonies, almost exclusively as a means to cloak Jewish backgrounds and/or to diminish the chances of deportation.
 This led to a wider involvement of Catholic cloisters, sanatoria and orphanages as well as lay-Catholic families in providing help and shelter. 

What emerged in Belgium was a ‘secret association’ of priests dedicated to the well-being of the Jews. For example, in and around Leuven, there was the extensive work of Father Bruno Reynders, who became famous for helping children, but also worked to shelter many adult Jews during the occupation period. Not only did Reynders employ his institutional contacts within the Church but also involved members of his family as two of his sisters were themselves nuns.
 The region covered by the bishopric of Namur in the South East of the country proved to be one of the most active centres for sheltering Jews. Its position near the border also meant that there had been greater opportunities to develop other types of resistance work, for example helping POWs and later forced labourers escaping from Germany, and also in helping Allied pilots through escape routes to the south. 

There are many other contributory factors in the incidence of rescue activities across Western Europe, but it could be argued that these are common across all countries and regions to a greater or lesser extent. The role of committed individuals, both secular and religious, undoubtedly helps to explain the distribution of activities and the sometimes anomalous juxtaposition between ‘hot spots’ and ‘deserts’. However, it could be argued that the elements discussed here have been understated both in national and in comparative studies to date. While empirical and quantitative data can only tell part of the story, the impressionistic analysis put forward here is intended to bring the salient differences between states and regions more into the foreground of the debate.  
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