Part 1 - Germany

I was born two years after WWI, in April 1920, to a Jewish orthodox family which lived in Germany for countless generations, and left that land in January 1939, shortly before WWII. As a child and adolescent I gave seen and experienced the dramatic change that passed German Jewry. I had the privilege to witness the prosperity of German Jewry in general, and of my own community, the Jewish community of Fuerth. To my regret, I have later on witnessed the oppression of the German Jews, and the demise of this ancient and glorious Jewry, and took part in the impressive coping of the Jewish people with the evil regime.

In order to clarify the dramatic reality in which grew up, I will first speak a little about the historical, political and cultural background on which in was raised.

The period between the two world wars lasted just 21 years. During this time, a sharp turn in the attitude of the authorities to the Jewish community took place, which affected every aspect of their lives. From being equal citizens, often enjoying a respectable social status, the Jews became second grade subjects, or worse.

In the beginning of this period, the German Jews felt safe and sound. They believed that they amongst one of the most advanced and civilized nation in the entire world. They enjoyed absolute equality, and many lived an economically comfortable life. This reality allowed them to express their talents in various fields, and being indeed talented, they have had much influence in their homeland. Many Jews worked as judges, lawyers, doctors and so on. Some were internationally famous, and their contribution to humanity was recognized by Nobel prizes they were granted.

This illusion prevented the German Jews from understanding the political changes, assuming that the enormous contribution of Jewish soldiers in the German army during WWI, in which their numbers exceeded by far their percentage of the general population, more than proves their loyalty to their homeland.

From the point of view of the orthodox community, there was also much reason for optimism. The hard hit German orthodox Jewry suffered, as a result of the emancipation which caused many to abandon the orthodox ways, and join the neologic communities, was halted to some extent. The struggle against the reform establishment, as well as the strenuous and generations long educational and organizational efforts by scholars - i.e. R. Samson Hirsch and R. Azriel Hildesheimer - started showing results. The orthodox communities in Germany succeeded in formulating a unique conception of Judaism, based on the integration of Jewish law and principles of modern life, and established educational organizations which were in line with contemporary Zeist Geist.

All this gave the Jews a sensation of hope and security. It seemed that matters were not to change. That notion was to be proven mistaken....

Immediately after the Nazis came to power, on January 30th 1933, Hitler began to gradually oppress the Jews, in coherence with his dark racial beliefs. As a first step, a ban against Jewish businesses was organized. Later on, Jewish civil servants were fired, and further liberties were gradually revoked.

This detereation caused awful feelings of uncertainty and despair, but in the midst of these terrible times, the inner strength of the glorious German Jewry came into expression, by means of mutual assistance and ingenuity, discovered in this difficult situation

The Jewish Community of Fuerth

It is unclear when the Jews arrived In Germany. Some claim they have arrived with the Roman army, which was advancing from Rome along Rhine River, and establishing the city Köln.

In the state of Bavaria where I was born and raised, most Jews lived in villages until the 19th century, because they were forbidden to live in cities for centuries. In the year 1248 or the Jews of the city Nirenberg were taken into the local synagogue, and were burned in that synagogue. A similar tragedy happened to the Jews of Munich in the year 1350. Until the year 1820 Jews were not allowed to live in these two cities.

In Bavaria there were hundreds of small communities in small villages, and in most of them there was a synagogue, a ritual water pool, and at least one person who would be a teacher for young children, a cantor and a kosher butcher. The teacher or Rabbi would usually live in the house which belonged to the local community. More established communities would also maintain a school, so there were many Jewish schools all over the state of Bavaria. The level of Jewish education in the villages was merely basic, and families wishing to grant a wider Jewish education, would move to a community maintaining a Jewish school at a higher level.

The city of Fuerth, where I was born and raised, was established in the year 1008 (about 1000 years ago], where two rivers in Bavaria in south Germany joint together, and is located in central Franconia about 6 km from the city Nuremberg.

In my time about 70,000 people lived in the city of which only 2000 were Jewish, and there was a pretty developed industry, mostly of toys, mirrors and optics.

The character of this community was influenced by its unique history. The community was established already at about 1400, and for over 500 years was not deported even once, a very rare phenomena in those days, when Germany was split between many kingdoms, and deportation of Jewish communities and acts of murder were ordinary events.

The reason for this peace was the governmental complexity in the area, which was divided between three power centers struggling amongst themselves: Ansbach, Nuremberg and Bamberg. Through the generations, the Jewish leaders of Fuerth were able to exploit the power struggles between these three centers. Every time one of these centers attempted to harm the Jewish community, the leaders would plead to another power to bring about the cancellation of the directive.

The relative peace brought many Jews who suffered from persecution elsewhere to come to Fuerth, so the community grew very much, bringing the Jewish population to constitute about a quarter of the entire population in the 1500s.In the adjacent city Nuremberg, which was the largest industrialist city near Fuerth, Jews were not allowed to live, hence, Jews who wanted to do business in Nurnberg had to hire on their own expand a guard to escort them during their day in Nuremberg from the time they arrived until the time they left in the evening.

This unique situation of the Fuerth Jews enabled the development of great cultural and religious riches. Over the time local customs were created, as early as 1720 a customs book of the community was published. These customs and religious laws were written in Hebrew, except for the laws of food preparation, and other laws primarily written for women, which were written in the German language but in a Jewish letters.

One of the clauses in the book of Customs dictates that in the event of a wedding only the immediate family of the bride and groom are allowed to wear their Saturday clothes. Everyone else was to attend the wedding in their regular clothes. This was done in order not to embarrass those who had less and to avoid competition between the guests.

Fuerth had a printer that published many religious books, the vast majority with a translation to Germany. I too had many religious books printed in Fuerth, including the Talmud.

Until about 150 years a Jewish religious academy operated in Fuerth, and many great scholars were raised there. During its peak era, it had almost 400 boys who arrived from all over Germany.

Many famous rabbis lived in Fuerth. Rabbi Wolf Hamburger [died in 1830], was probably the last Rabbi before emancipation. He opposed any change in the traditional way of learning and apposed general studies.

Kosher food was provided by three Jewish butchers, two Jewish bakers, a few grocery stores, and the Jewish milkman."maza" bread required for the Jewish Passover was also baked in a special bakery providing matzos not only for Fuerth but also for other communities. The Orthodox rabbi supervised all kosher products.

We celebrated the festivals freely and publicly. In the Festival of prayer in which Jews wear costumes, we could walk in our costumes unbothered industry. On rare occasions in which we were attacked, we struck back.

Nevertheless, out on the street we didn't wear our Jewish traditional cap. Instead we wore a different type of hat.

During these periods to cemeteries were established: one was ancient, 400 years old, and there still is a gravestone there, dating 1607. The new cemetery is 150 years old.

Jews of Fuerth also enjoyed economic stability. As early as 1600 merchants from Fuerth arrived at the international fair in Leipzig, and while elsewhere in Germany Jews were not allowed to own houses, here Jews became house owners of almost a quarter of the buildings in Fuerth. Even before World War I, there were almost 50 Jews who were millionaires in Fuerth, this in a community of less than 2000 Jews.

The Community's Establishments

The Fuerth community was an exemplary community also in the field of charity and philanthropy. In 1725 an orphanage was established in Fuerth. An orphanage was a very unique and progressive establishment in a time when the sight of orphaned children roaming the streets was very prevalent. At the time there were only two more Jewish orphanages in all of Europe, in Amsterdam and in Prague. About 250 years ago following has program has been declared:

"To provide the orphans with food, shelter and clothing, and specifically provide them with appropriate Jewish education and the ability to read and write in Hebrew, in such a manner that they could integrate their general education with their religious education."

The orphanage building, which operated until 1942, was an orthodox establishment. The last general manager was Rabbi Dr. Halleman, who was given the possibility to leave Germany with his family, but refused to abandon the 36 remaining orphans in the institution. He was deported to Auschwitz with the orphans, his wife and two daughters. The building itself is still standing, since it was adjacent to other buildings, a fact that prevented the Nazis from burning it down.

In order to enable observant Jews to be treated in a kosher hospital, a Jewish hospital was built in Fuerth. It held only 10 beds, but the doctors and equipment were top noche. The hospitals' head doctor was the general manager of the regional hospital. Residing in the hospital there was also a synagogue of 50 seats.

The orphanage, the Jewish school and the morgue in the cemetery are the only public buildings of the community of Fuerth today. 
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