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You have committed murder and now you wish to inherit the victim’s fortune as well.
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Prologue

The unassuming seventy-one-year-old New Yorker looked at his $5,000 check with disdain. It was meant to compensate him for the time he had toiled in a Nazi labor camp, sorting coal from rocks that passed on a conveyor belt. Jaime Rothman was just a teenager when he was deported to Auschwitz alongside his three brothers and his parents in 1944. Almost a lifetime later, he found himself standing in a wide, windowless conference room off Lexington Avenue in Manhattan, recalling his descent into hell one more time for the reporters huddling around him.

“Truly it’s not a big thing,” he said, dismissing the payment with a wave of his hand. “It’s not justice. Whenever you touch the subject and you put the money and the suffering together, it’s not the way to do it.”

Rothman was typical of the handful of aging victims present at a staged ceremony on June 19, 2001, intended to mark the crowning achievement of a campaign begun six years earlier. None of them rejoiced as the meager payments began to flow to thousands of former slave laborers across the world. After half a century of waiting, none of them breathed a sigh of relief, or even saw the money as a small measure of justice.

Mendel Rosenfeld, an Orthodox Jew in a broad-brimmed black hat and full white beard, laughed at the mere suggestion that the German payments represented some form of justice. The proprietor of a take-out food store in Brooklyn, Rosenfeld was forced to spend the war years building tunnels under the Austrian Alps to protect German munitions factories from Allied bombings. “This is very far from justice. It’s very far from that,” he said with a wry smile. “There’s no such thing as money that can pay for what I went through in my life.”

Yet money was precisely what a small group of dedicated, mostly Jewish Americans had sought on behalf of survivors like Rothman and Rosenfeld since 1995. They had traveled from country to country and from company to company, confronting those who had profited from the Holocaust and failed to settle with its victims. Their odyssey had started in Switzerland, where the secretive banks were still clinging to victims’ savings held in hidden accounts. Soon they were traveling across Europe in pursuit of insurers who had refused to pay off the policies of those murdered in the concentration camps. They challenged stubborn French banks, dismissive German businesses, and the far-right demagogues at the heart of the Austrian government.

With the help of the New York courts and some of Washington’s most skillful power brokers, they humbled mighty corporations trading in the new global economy. Economic sanctions were threatened on a scale unseen since the boycott of apartheidera South Africa. Friendly foreign governments were forced to confess to their complicity in Nazi-led plunder, arousing fierce controversy across Europe. Companies that claimed to bear goodwill toward survivors often believed they were being blackmailed.

Nothing about the deals that emerged was inevitable. Except, perhaps, the gnawing feeling that they could never be enough.

For Israel Singer, the mercurial mastermind behind the compensation campaign, the money was only the means to an end. “We need moral and material restitution for one reason and one reason alone,” he explained. “The Nazis dehumanized the Jews. It became legal to steal their property because they no longer were human. What we are doing today is rehumanizing these individuals posthumously and saying that the grand theft that took place in fifteen countries was not permissible. That rehumanization and rebreathing of life into these people, into these dry bones, is what our activity is all about. It’s not about money.”

But as the fight over the victims’ fortune unfolded, Singer’s lofty ideals were increasingly set aside while the negotiations descended into bitter disputes over money. The campaigners clashed with European Jews and they clashed with one another. They bickered over who truly represented the survivors of the Holocaust—the attorneys filing lawsuits on their behalf, or the Jewish groups looking after their welfare. Meanwhile, the victims found themselves confined to the sidelines of their own battle and distrustful of those who claimed to speak for them.

Roman Kent, an Auschwitz survivor, was so dissatisfied with the German payments that he threatened to walk out of the Manhattan press conference in June 2001. He bridled at the suggestion that he might feel happy to have won some kind of victory. When he was finally called to the podium, Kent—who represented the victims in the German compensation talks—seized the microphone in despair. “I am ashamed,” he said. “I am ashamed that I was participating in those negotiations.

“Let me ask you these questions. Why did it take the German nation sixty years to engage the morals of the most brutal form of death, known as death through work?

“Why call the agreement an initiative when in fact the need for accountability was brought about by the recent demands of survivors, linked to economic and legal issues?”

Kent stood back, staring at the journalists in the front row to ask his final question. “Why don’t you look in your soul and stress our moral and ethical values that we survivors fought for, rather than stressing the glitter of gold?”

Kent was not alone in asking such questions. Why did it take so long for the compensation to flow? Why now, when so many survivors had already died? Why the focus on money?

This is the tale of the lawyers, businessmen, government officials, Jewish leaders, and victims who hold the answers to those questions. It is a story of people striving for justice, and people squabbling over money. It is a story of people searching for historical truth, and people hurling historic abuse. It is their struggle to write the final chapter of the Holocaust before the last survivor dies.

As Kent left the podium, it seemed as if that last chapter might be about nothing more than money. But Singer followed him to the microphone and deftly seized on Kent’s disgust to justify his own aggressive pursuit of billions of dollars in compensation.

“Roman was right,” he said, abandoning his notes. “From the very outset, all of these negotiations focused on the moral rather than the material aspects of the crimes committed against the Jewish people. We are not celebrating, we are not congratulating, we are not thanking. But we do thank God that there are still some alive today to show their anger and the anger of all those who have died.

“You heard the anger and you heard the hope. Anger and hope are what drove these talks.”





One

For Want of a Chair

It was a little after one o’clock on Thursday, September 14, 1995, when Israel Singer stepped out of the Swiss presidential palace in Bern. A sprightly figure, with a black yarmulke perched at a rakish angle over his white hair, Singer relished what lay ahead of him. As he bustled along the cobbled streets, the fifty-three-year-old rabbi from Brooklyn was leading a group of six Jewish leaders toward lunch with some of the most powerful men in the financial world.

Singer and his friends hurried as they turned into Theaterplatz, a narrow arcade ending at the Zytglogge, a huge clock tower that has efficiently ticked out perfect Swiss time since 1530. It reminded them how late they were. Ignoring the Alpine peaks of the Eiger and the Jungfrau towering in the distance, their Swiss host guided them to the Théâtre de Musique, an ornate eighteenth century building decorated with carvings of lyres and mandolins, and steered them through an unmarked door to an unremarkable vestibule. The men climbed a broad flight of stairs leading to a pair of heavy wooden doors, which bore a discreet plaque bearing the inscription: Cercle Privée de la Grande Société.

Singer was no stranger to the exclusive circles of power and money. For more than a decade as secretary-general of the World Jewish Congress, he had courted some of the wealthiest businesspeople in America and cultivated the country’s most influential politicians. Always immaculately presented in tailored suits and monogrammed shirts and sporting a fresh splash of cologne, Singer was no ordinary rabbi.

Beside him was Edgar Bronfman Sr., an urbane Canadian who strode into La Grande Société with the confidence of the fabulously rich. Bronfman was ready to hand over to his son the reins of Seagram, the family’s huge distillery and entertainment conglomerate, and was throwing his estimated $3.3 billion personal fortune behind Singer. As president of the World Jewish Congress, Bronfman had even used his private jet to fly the delegation from Brussels to Switzerland that morning.

Together Singer and Bronfman were proud of the international battles they had already fought and won for Jewish causes. They had helped to free Jewish dissidents in the Soviet Union and successfully exposed the hidden war record of the Austrian president, Kurt Waldheim. Now they were ready for the biggest battle of their lives—confronting Switzerland’s secretive banks about something buried in their vaults for fifty years. The Swiss banks, for centuries a refuge for the wealth of Europe, were clinging to money deposited by desperate Jews on the eve of the Holocaust. Rather than return the cash to bereaved families at the end of the war, Singer and Bronfman believed, the banks had brushed the victims aside with decades of pettifogging excuses.

Inside La Grande Société, the Swiss Bankers Association waited to meet their accusers. Singer’s allegations were not new. Indeed, suggestions that the banks had profited from “dormant assets” had rumbled through the Swiss body politic for decades. In the first seven years after the war, the banks had conducted surveys three times to try to identify accounts that might be dormant. Since then, Switzerland had carefully cultivated a wholesome image based on its finest institutions: the International Committee of the Red Cross, the nation’s highly democratic local government, and its neutrality in times of hot and cold war. Now the banks found themselves in the firing line as Switzerland began to admit that its record during the Nazi years was less than snowwhite.

Only a few months earlier, on the fiftieth anniversary of the end of the war, Kaspar Villiger, the Swiss president, apologized to the many Jewish refugees refused entry to Switzerland during the war. But his noble act provoked a new wave of international scrutiny into the banks’ conduct, both during and after the Nazi years. Globes, Tel Aviv’s biggest business newspaper, claimed that as much as $7 billion in Holocaust survivors’ money lay dormant in Swiss banks, while the Wall Street Journal printed a front-page article on the struggles of Holocaust survivors to retrieve their accounts. Even some of Switzerland’s bank regulators were agitating to clear the record. Feeling stung, the Swiss banks launched an internal audit, and they had just released preliminary results. They found 893 dormant accounts worth only 40.9 million Swiss francs, or about $24 million.

Singer and Bronfman entered the red-carpeted, chandeliered splendor of La Grande Société, convinced that there was more money waiting to be found. As they headed straight for the feast waiting for them in a far room, Georg Krayer, president of the Swiss Bankers Association, gestured for them to stop. First, he said, they should go to the anteroom for aperitifs and his welcoming speech. A charming if somewhat professorial man, Krayer headed Bank Sarasin, the largest private bank in Basel, where he was familiar with extremely wealthy clients like Bronfman. He had labored over his brief speech of welcome, aiming to seem open to discussion while firmly denying the Israeli media’s wilder estimates of the missing money. As the association had no offices in Bern, Krayer had chosen La Grande Société, an elite private club often used by Bern’s diplomatic community. He reasoned that meeting in the club’s ornate corridors would be almost like inviting the Jewish dignitaries into his private circle, and made sure to order a kosher meal.

It perturbed Krayer that his guests were late—a cardinal sin in Switzerland. Moreover, despite an agreement to keep the meeting private, a group of journalists accompanied the Jewish delegation and were gathered in the cobbled street outside. The supposedly private meeting felt like an ambush in the making.

The two groups clutched their cocktails and lined up uncomfortably in the small anteroom, which Bronfman angrily noted had no chairs. Next to Krayer stood Hans Baer, the chairman of Bank Julius Baer and a rare Jew in the upper echelons of Swiss banking. Recovering from back problems at the time, he felt similarly uncomfortable. The slow reading of Krayer’s “brief” five-page welcome speech, in carefully enunciated English, only intensified his discomfort. Bronfman began to fume. But Krayer was confident that the charges being hurled at the Swiss were largely groundless. He told his guests that the purpose of the meeting was to exchange information, “since a lot of time has been spent responding to comments, some justified and some not, which had found their way into the media.”

“The huge sums mentioned in the media have no basis in reality,” he said. “We ask those who continue to use them and, in doing so, encourage unfounded hopes or expectations, to check the proven facts.”

Krayer told them that the banks had followed a Swiss government decree of 1962 “as diligently and completely as possible under the circumstances.” That decree forced banks and other companies to report all assets of “foreign or stateless persons subject to racial, religious or political persecution.” It had unearthed 9.8 million Swiss francs, or about $5.6 million at the time, in 739 accounts. Of this, 3.7 million Swiss francs had been returned to heirs, and the rest given to charity.

But now there were new demands from Israel based on an assumption of Swiss guilt, and the banks almost felt under siege. He explained that the banks were introducing a new system to allow Holocaust survivors to claim money in dormant accounts. Though not free of charge, he said, the service would be “reasonably priced and transparent.”

He ended with a challenge. “Mr. Bronfman,” he said. “We would very much like to hear which were your thoughts and expectations of this gathering. And we would appreciate it very much if you could give us a brief summary of actions taken in your country or community with regard to this problem.”

Bronfman stood speechless. Accustomed to deferential treatment, he found this welcome demeaning. He still did not have a chair and wondered whether he would even be offered any lunch. His entourage started to confer, worried that he would lose his temper. One of his companions leaned over and whispered, “Edgar, say that was a most interesting speech, let’s discuss it over lunch.”

The tension among the bankers seemed to dissolve a little, and they settled down to enjoy the kosher feast. Bronfman, however, found himself squinting into the sunlight and noted that his nameplate said “Bronfmann,” spelled in the German style.

When asked how much money he thought might be involved, he left his options open by saying, “It’s more than $50 million, and less than $50 billion.” Instead Bronfman repeated several times, mantralike, that he wanted to discuss a process not an amount of money. He left it to Singer to talk details.

As they talked, Swiss banking secrecy—not money—proved the sticking point. Krayer repeatedly insisted that the banks had no desire to hold on to even one Swiss franc that did not belong to them. But Krayer and his colleagues saw no reason to let outsiders monitor the books of one of the world’s greatest banking systems. The Swiss banks could be trusted to audit the money. After all, their entire business was based on trust.

In reply, Bronfman used the analogy of President Ronald Reagan’s approach to the Soviet Union on nuclear arms control. He was prepared to work with the Swiss, but only on a cold war understanding: “Trust, but verify.”

By the time Singer, Bronfman, and their colleagues left La Grande Société, to be greeted by a mob of reporters, they thought they had agreed on a way forward. The bankers would continue their investigation of dormant accounts in conditions of total secrecy. A joint committee, including Israel Singer, would hire auditors and examine the process. Neither side was to discuss the findings in public until they were complete.

Both sides left their lunch at La Grande Société feeling vindicated and self-righteous. The Jewish delegation refused to leave the final auditing of Holocaust accounts to the banks. Meanwhile, the proud bankers, believing they had nothing to be ashamed of, refused to allow anyone to violate their secrecy.

Bronfman departed with a clear image of Swiss arrogance. His account of the meeting, and particularly the failure to offer him a chair, appeared in newspaper articles and books over the ensuing months. “They weren’t decent enough to provide us a chair to sit in while we waited ingloriously for their august presence,” Bronfman complained. In 1997, he even joked that he would devote a chapter to the incident in any future memoir, entitling it “For Want of a Chair.”

To the Swiss, Bronfman’s behavior looked like deliberate exploitation. “If you want to apply public pressure,” Hans Baer said, “you have to complain about the chairs. Otherwise the man on the street doesn’t know what you’re talking about. If you’re out to make trouble you have to use an opportunity like that.”

Krayer felt stung by the suggestion that he had been personally rude. He wrote to Bronfman complaining of an “embellishment of things past” and saying his account of their meeting bore “little resemblance to fact.” He threatened to make public his own version of the lunch at La Grande Société if “biased, incorrect and incomplete stories continue.” He said: “As you undoubtedly remember, there was some difficulty in keeping to the schedule, as an unplanned visit by you to the president of the Swiss Confederation had been fitted in just before our meeting. This is the reason why the welcome cocktail and introduction—as is customary in Switzerland (and in the United States)—did in fact take place ‘standing.’ ”

He apologized for not having invited him to be seated on one of the many chairs in La Grande Société. Bronfman never replied.

Israel Singer spent the next few months shuttling from his native New York to Switzerland, monitoring the investigation. He was in his element, declaring that his life’s task was to “comfort the afflicted, and afflict the comfortable.” The Nazis had forced his parents, Austrian Jews, to scrub the streets of Vienna while an anti-Semitic mob jeered at them. He believed he had been “appointed by my parents, to make the lives of those [perpetrators] who are here and still with us miserable. Both allies and neutrals as well as those who are opponents, criminals and varied villains.” His agenda included the Swiss but was not confined to the tiny mountain nation. In fact, he hoped the battle with those who had profited in Switzerland would lead to a historical reckoning for Holocaust crimes throughout Europe.

Strictly Orthodox from birth, Singer tried to run his life with a “relatively fundamentalist view.” He described himself as “far to the right on religious principles,” but eschewed what he called “one-size-fits-all Judaism.” Although he had been ordained, Singer chose to be a “rabbi without a pulpit,” living up to his calling as an aggressive spokesman for Jews, and for other minorities as well. He knew the importance of economic power, he knew how to negotiate, and he knew how to win the world’s press over to his side of the argument. He also knew how to wage the guerrilla campaign he was about to unleash on the Swiss.

Before his ordination, he had marched in the civil rights movement with Martin Luther King Jr. on twenty-six occasions, a dangerous activity for someone who wore a yarmulke at all times. He took the bruises he had received during a beating in Tallahassee—a worse experience for him than Selma or Montgomery—as marks of pride. In the late 1960s he embarked on parallel careers in business, politics, and academic life. Enjoying a highly successful stint in real estate, he invested in construction from Toronto to Miami, while earning a doctorate in political science and teaching in both Israel and New York. In the 1970s he grew active in New York politics and Jewish affairs.

While campaigning for the rights of Soviet Jews in 1969, he met Nahum Goldmann, the charismatic founder of the World Jewish Congress. Established in 1936 to coordinate international efforts against Nazism and anti-Semitism, the WJC became the main Jewish body negotiating Holocaust reparations with German chancellor Konrad Adenauer after the war, but it had lapsed into quiet irrelevance by the time Singer started working there in the early 1980s. The onset of the cold war had effectively scotched any hopes of further compensation for Holocaust victims. In the East, the United States blocked the flow of cash to survivors now living in the Soviet bloc, and in the West it had no desire to antagonize its European allies against Communism. Meanwhile, the Jewish community had another battle to fight, and was concentrating on the survival of the new state of Israel.

The organization was almost insolvent by the time an aging Goldmann gave way to Bronfman in 1981. Singer seized the opportunity, and persuaded Bronfman to pour his energy, and money, into making the WJC a vital player in the Jewish Diaspora once more. Singer, in day-to-day control of the World Jewish Congress, became Bronfman’s guiding spirit and “brother.” In his youth, Bronfman had been so far from observing Judaism that he even ate pork on Yom Kippur, the day of atonement when Jews are expected to fast. Singer helped bring him to Judaism, patiently discussing the Torah during innumerable longdistance flights. In return, Bronfman gave him sweeping freedom of action at the WJC.

Still, the WJC had a tiny membership, and did not command the automatic loyalty of world Jewry. Others had been campaigning against the Swiss for years. Israeli politicians had taken on the Swiss banks at different times and Dan Tichon, chairman of the Knesset’s finance committee, had spent much of the last ten years shuttling to Switzerland, collecting testimony from survivors and writing letters to Swiss banks, but with little impact. Tichon even suspected that the Jewish Agency, the Israeli agency charged with working for Holocaust restitution, was deliberately covering up its own past failures.

Singer, however, had several advantages. Chief among them was Bronfman himself, who gave him access to American businesspeople and politicians with real clout. As Singer launched his campaign against the Swiss, Bronfman was rapidly becoming one of the biggest donors in American politics. In the 1996 elections, Seagram’s U.S. subsidiary was the biggest donor of soft money to the Democratic Party and President Bill Clinton’s reelection campaign.

Singer admitted that nothing could have happened without Bronfman. “He’s the nine-hundred-pound gorilla with the smiling visage,” said Singer. “When he came to see politicians as a multibillionaire, this meant to everyone that this was a serious subject, and we meant business. This is the industrial establishment taking on the banking establishment. They could not say this was just from a rabbi or a philosopher. I could never have run this without him.”

Singer had other advantages. As an American, he was free to alienate and attack any government—unlike Israeli politicians who remained heedful of the life-and-death struggle on their own borders. He also understood the Swiss. His wife, Evelyne, was a Swiss Jew—a fact that he never ceased to mention to his Swiss adversaries.

Ultimately, Singer’s greatest advantage was his own theatrical performance. He dazzled friends with witticisms, and charmed adversaries as he looked for compromise. But in public, Singer’s oratory was demagogic and passionate, often angry and always forceful. He believed that Jews needed to show they could not be “pushed around,” and made no apology for using Jewish organizations’ political and economic power in any way he could.

“There is a new brand of Jew alive today that believes that God gave the Jew power and that power needs to be used and exercised,” he once proclaimed to a group of Jewish law students. “At times it needs to be abused, because the abuse of power by everyone else has brought the results that we are studying today, and if we do not abuse our power at times for good, we shall not be able to protect ourselves.” As he campaigned across the world for Jewish causes, he frankly admitted that the end sometimes justified the means, no matter how extreme they might appear to fellow Jewish leaders. It was a stance that sometimes made him enemies in the Jewish world.

In private, he used aggressive tactics, borrowed from Lyndon Johnson. “I learned from Johnson that there are two options,” Singer said. “You can either be outside the tent or you can be inside the tent. I found a third place, and that was outside, as well as inside the tent, urinating on the president’s shoe.” During the campaign to free Soviet Jews, he practiced this third option vigorously, and he did so many more times during the restitution campaign. “I was outside with the demonstrators,” he said. “I was inside negotiating quietly, they thought; and I was also doing what I had to do.”

As his 1995 winter of shuttle diplomacy between Switzerland and New York continued, Singer felt the Swiss were not taking him, or the WJC, seriously. He made contingency plans.

In December, Singer took Bronfman to Washington to meet the Republican New York senator Alfonse D’Amato. A feisty and populist Long Island politician, D’Amato chaired the Senate Banking Committee, giving him oversight of all banks operating in the United States—including the Swiss banks’ lucrative Wall Street operations. D’Amato had survived three six-year terms in the Senate by persistently making sure that he delivered for New York’s voters, and he was proud to be known as Senator Pothole. As his visitors spoke, D’Amato began to grasp the explosive possibilities of the story of survivors deprived of their bank accounts for half a century, and rubbed his hands with glee. Brooklyn, near D’Amato’s political heartland, was home to the world’s largest concentration of Holocaust survivors.

He could hold hearings with aged Holocaust survivors, standing up for them against the faceless bankers in Zurich. “This was made in heaven!” he shouted several times at Singer and Bronfman. He wanted to schedule Senate hearings right away.

Bronfman professed to find D’Amato’s behavior distasteful, but Singer convinced him to swallow his doubts. To give the Swiss investigation a chance, they persuaded the senator to hold off his hearings, but they left Washington confident that they had his political firepower at their disposal.

Within weeks, they would need it. The Swiss Bankers Association lost the chance to resolve the affair quietly and with dignity on February 7, 1996, five months after the lunch at La Grande Société, when it gave its semiannual briefing for the press over coffee and croissants at Zurich’s Savoy Hotel.

Singer, who thought that he was still helping to run the investigation, was asleep at home in Queens, New York, at the time, utterly unaware of what was happening. After a tour d’horizon from Krayer, the stage was given over to the results of the association’s “investigation” into the dormant accounts issue.

The banks offered precise statistics. Their survey had found 775 accounts with a total value of 38.7 million Swiss francs (about $22 million) that had been deposited by foreign clients before 1945 and were now dormant. Of these, 516 accounts, with a total value of 28.5 million Swiss francs, originated from Germany and German-occupied territories.

“These numbers confirm our forecast of last September,” the association said. “The rumors about huge assets hidden at Swiss banks belonging to Holocaust victims are totally unfounded. Finally, it is not accurate to blame Swiss banking secrecy as being the reason why victims could not get adequate information. On the contrary, every Swiss bank is obliged by law to give descendants all information available.”

The association said it was trying to find a “fair solution” that “does not infringe on anyone’s legal rights” for disposing of the assets, in collaboration with the “international Jewish community.” The bankers hoped their statement would at last close the historical episode, and persuade their Jewish accusers to abandon the hunt.

It had exactly the opposite effect. By treating the claims of Holocaust survivors like any other business, to be settled without fanfare in a routine meeting, they betrayed a deep misjudgment of the depths of the campaigners’ emotions. Even within the bankers’ ranks, Hans Baer was annoyed not to have been advised in advance of the press conference and felt sure the Jewish side would feel slighted.

In Queens, an enraged Singer awoke early to the news that the Swiss had published their report. He started his day by giving a succinct order to Elan Steinberg, his executive director at the WJC: “Kill them.”

Singer then called Bronfman, to be greeted by a Vesuvian eruption: “Kill them, they are a bunch of bastards,” Bronfman yelled into the phone. Finally, Singer called Avraham Burg, the head of the Jewish Agency for Israel, a fellow member of the delegation to Bern. “We must go to war,” Singer said.

Barely six months earlier, the issue of dormant accounts had been the subject of civilized conversation over lunch in Bern’s most exclusive private club. Now Singer had moved the battle from La Grande Société to terrain where he could win: America.

Singer marshaled his troops, giving D’Amato the go-ahead to hold a hearing—D’Amato set it for April 23, 1996—and enlisting other friends from New York politics for support. Elan Steinberg, who handled press relations for the WJC, started peppering journalists with declassified U.S. intelligence reports from the 1940s, gleaned from the National Archives, sometimes with the help of D’Amato’s researchers. These revealed U.S. suspicions that the Swiss had held on to the assets of Holocaust victims after the war.

The day before D’Amato’s hearing was scheduled, Bronfman saw the opportunity to widen the scope of his attack on the Swiss when he and his wife hosted a Democratic Party fund-raiser at his Manhattan apartment. The guest of honor was First Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton. Asking for five minutes of her time, he proffered an article on the banks torn from the latest issue of New York magazine, published that day, drawn largely from documents released by the WJC’s Elan Steinberg.

Clinton read the pages quickly, then looked up at him. “Edgar, is there any chance we can get the Swiss banks?”

“With your husband’s help, yes.”

Bronfman explained how he was finding it hard to reach President Clinton directly to enlist his support.

“I would be more than pleased and even privileged to arrange it. It’s an issue I have very strong personal feelings about and I know that Bill will, when he has an opportunity to learn more about it.”

Clinton knew a little about the issue, but only from books. As soon as she left the Bronfmans’, she phoned her husband to arrange a meeting with Singer and Bronfman the next day. In the midst of the frenetic fund-raising of the 1996 campaign, the Clinton White House was only too ready to open its doors to one of the party’s most generous donors.

It did nothing to raise the spirits of the Swiss delegation, freshly arrived in Washington for D’Amato’s Senate hearing, to discover that Bronfman could not meet them due to a prior appointment with the First Lady. They were under greater pressure than they had ever thought possible.

The star at D’Amato’s hearing, though, would be a very different lady. Greta Beer, an elegant retired travel guide from Jackson Heights, Queens, was about to bring the Swiss banks to their knees.

Born Greta Beligdisch in Romania, before the war, she had enjoyed a privileged childhood, living off the fruits of her father’s extensive textile business. He had traveled all over Germany and the old Austro-Hungarian Empire on business, and could even afford to send her to boarding school in Switzerland. Before dying, of natural causes, in 1940, he confidently assured his children that his money was safely deposited in Switzerland. The family had spent the rest of the war in hiding, and could not cross the Swiss border until after hostilities had ceased.

Despite repeated attempts after the war, Greta and her mother never managed to retrieve the money, but a Wall Street Journal reporter wrote a front-page story about her in the summer of 1995, ratcheting up the pressure on the banks. Steinberg, knowing that the story of Swiss perfidy needed a human face to sustain public interest, telephoned to ask if she would be willing to testify. Beer, who had made her living by charming large crowds as an international tour guide, promptly accepted.

The day before the hearing, as Bronfman was talking to Hillary Clinton, Steinberg’s secretary greeted Greta Beer in Queens and transported her to Washington where she would stay the night. Beer, an elegant dresser who spoke English with only a slight Eastern European accent, charmed everyone she met, including Senator D’Amato. Talking to her before the hearing, he quickly felt the power of her story.

Senate hearings take place in a formal atmosphere not unlike a courtroom, and some of the Swiss felt as though they were on trial. One of D’Amato’s staffers later said that the bankers were “on our turf and conveniently, we were judge, jury, and executioner.”

For dramatic effect, D’Amato arranged for Beer to speak first. Hans Baer, speaking for the Swiss banks, would go last, after all the charges had been levied. With a bang of the gavel, D’Amato launched the proceedings. “Good morning. This morning the committee meets to take up an important matter that has implications that go back to World War II, the Holocaust, and it involves more than money, more than millions and tens of millions and maybe hundreds of millions and maybe more than that. But it involves the systematic victimization of people.”

He plunged straight into the story of Greta Beer, “a Long Islander from Queens, Long Island, Jackson Heights, New York,” whose victimization at the hands of the Nazis had continued at the hands of the Swiss banks. “She and her mother went from city to city and from bank to bank back in the ’60s in Switzerland looking for accounts that her father had placed in trust with the Swiss banks. That trust was broken. And because of that broken trust, she and her family have been forced to deal with the evasions and excuses over 50 years.”

In barely a minute, D’Amato had thumped out a devastating indictment of the Swiss and their behavior. The message sounded even more poignant from Beer herself. She silenced the room as she told of her father’s illness, of her family’s travails when the Communists seized Romania, and of her repeated trips to Montreux in Switzerland to look for her father’s chiffres, or numbered bank account.

As a seasoned tour guide, she told the assembly about Switzerland, its ancient democracy, and how it had inspired Thomas Jefferson. She ended: “How come Swiss banks, I don’t say Switzerland, but the Swiss banks perpetuate the same things we thought was tempe posti, a thing of the past? And now the Swiss banks perpetuate the same things toward people who have suffered in one way or another. The only thing I can say, I do hope Senator D’Amato, that the Swiss banks will see the light—and so many people have died in the meantime—and will see the light to correct what has been done—so long. I’m sorry I don’t read, I just speak from my heart, albeit a very heavy heart.”

As she sat down, Hans Baer, as moved as the rest of the room by her story, impulsively offered to take her to Switzerland to help her track down her account.

Edgar Bronfman, with Singer at his side, spoke next. “I hope it will not sound presumptuous, Mr. Chairman,” he said, “but I speak to you today on behalf of the Jewish people. With reverence, I also speak on behalf of the six million: those who cannot speak for themselves.”

He recounted Georg Krayer’s promise made at their meeting in Bern that the banks did not want to keep “a single Swiss franc that is not their own,” and took the senators through the Swiss banks’ sporadic attempts to clear up the issue since the war. Then he declared: “Swiss institutions cannot be permitted to come back and say once again that they will create such a process but that they want to be the ones who appoint the auditors. Their repeated failure of integrity over 50 years has forfeited for them such a privilege. There must be an arm’s length process that is credible to the entire world.”

Barbara Boxer, the senior Democrat on D’Amato’s committee, asked more about the history. “My instinctive judgment,” replied Bronfman, “is that they said in 1962, here’s some money, now go away. And they’re trying to do that again in 1995. Here’s a lot more money, and please go away and leave us alone.”

Finally, Hans Baer got the chance to speak for the Swiss Bankers Association. Baer had been brought up in America as a war refugee, and regarded English as his mother tongue, although he spoke it with a gravelly German accent. Careful to avoid any more public relations gaffes, he furnished D’Amato with a résumé detailing all his donations to Jewish and Israeli causes, and launched his speech with an account of how the World Jewish Congress had commended Bank Julius Baer in 1944 for its work safeguarding the Jewish faith.

A large man with a craggy and expressive face, Baer looked tired under the lights, showing the fatigue of crossing and recrossing the Atlantic three times in the last week in his attempt to sort out the problem. One of D’Amato’s staffers unkindly noted his resemblance to Peter Sellers’s mad bomb-making character in Doctor Strangelove. He made a lengthy presentation, setting out his hopes that an independent audit (jointly overseen by the WJC and the Swiss banks) could solve the problem. In a show of openness, he even read out the fax number for the Swiss banking ombudsman.

During cross-examination, D’Amato brandished intelligence reports from the National Archives showing that 182 Jews from the Balkans had Swiss accounts worth $20 million in 1945. Another report showed that the Swiss National Bank had taken 21 tons of German gold in 1942. Baer knew nothing about the documents, and he could say little about them.

Then Senator Boxer asked him about stolen goods “that landed in Sweden,” deeply confusing Baer, who knew nothing about Sweden. Boxer admitted that she had misspoken, but she was not the only one who struggled through the hearing. Baer stumbled through his responses from this point on. None of the senators liked his plan to hold an independent audit.

“It is not good enough to say, ‘Take $32 million’ on the basis of an examination that has admitted, I think, deficiencies, areas that were not accounted for,” D’Amato said in conclusion. “That’s what the committee is looking for, a methodology of establishing a legitimate, bona fide accounting.”

The meeting ended with a second bang of the gavel. D’Amato had staged a perfect piece of political theater.

Bronfman and Singer did not witness Baer’s ordeal. They had slipped out early to make the short trip down Pennsylvania Avenue to the White House to meet with President Clinton. The two Jewish dignitaries had only a brief slot in the late afternoon as Clinton changed before a diplomatic reception—a decidedly more informal and intimate setting than their meeting with the Swiss president the year before. The only other person in the room was Leon Panetta, then Clinton’s chief of staff.

Clinton crisscrossed the Oval Office while Bronfman and Singer stood. The president had no great desire to help D’Amato, who had made himself an annoyance and an enemy with his dogged hearings on the Whitewater affair, involving a failed real estate venture that threatened to engulf the Clintons. But like his wife, he was keen to help Holocaust survivors. And Bronfman was a hard man to ignore.

“What’s Senator D’Amato doing in this?” Clinton asked.

“Mr. President, this matter may require legislation.”

“Okay, you tell Senator D’Amato that if this needs legislation, I’ll be honored to work with him.”

Bronfman had a biblical analogy for this: Clinton working with D’Amato was like Esther saying she would dance with Haman. With this unholy alliance, Singer and Bronfman had united the president, the Senate, and much of the U.S. press behind a struggle against the Swiss banks. Now it was time for the Swiss to respond.





Two

The Final Accounting

The Swiss banks found their man for the hour in the unlikely figure of the sixty-eight-year-old Hans Baer, their hapless representative at D’Amato’s hearing. Baer had planned to retire that year, stepping down as chief executive of Bank Julius Baer, the family bank which he had nurtured from a tiny private concern with less than thirty employees during the war into an international operation in twenty-five cities with a staff of more than three thousand. A life of relaxation beckoned. Baer, who cheerfully described himself as an “inherently lazy person,” had no desire to hurl himself into the affair of dormant accounts.

Fortune conspired to change his plan. Bank Julius Baer figured prominently in the front-page Wall Street Journal article of the previous year that had helped to turn international attention toward Switzerland. Baer read with horror its revelation that in 1987 his bank demanded a fee of 100 Swiss francs (about $57) to search for the account of a Dachau internee called Moses Blum. The bank had told Blum’s daughters that it was only obliged to keep records for ten years. Baer demanded to see the account file immediately and when it arrived promptly on his desk, he realized that his and many other banks must still be holding on to a lot of wartime records. The incident left him with an uncomfortable feeling that the banks, even his own, had deliberately obstructed victims from obtaining readily available evidence about their accounts. Unlike many of his colleagues, Baer appreciated that Singer was raising a genuine issue.

Baer was the most senior Jew in Swiss banking and although not a religious man, he had a strong sense of his Jewish identity. As a young man, he had even been a friend of the WJC’s founder Nahum Goldmann, who spent much of his life in Switzerland. However, Baer felt no great respect for Goldmann’s successor, Edgar Bronfman, and he found shocking Bronfman’s frank admission in his book that Judaism had meant little to him as a young man. He had no desire to fight the WJC now over the way his own banking community had mistreated his fellow Jews.

However he was given little choice. Shortly before D’Amato’s Senate hearing, as the world’s media focused on the world of Swiss banking, Baer received a phone call from Kurt Hauri, chairman of the Swiss Federal Banking Commission and the nation’s chief banking regulator. Hauri issued a strict instruction: “It’s your duty to sort this out.”

Hauri reminded him of his status as the only Jewish member of the executive committee of the Swiss Bankers Association. Baer, yielding to the inevitable, phoned his contacts in Israel. They agreed that the only person who could help him was a man named Curtis Hoxter. He would turn out to be the perfect bridge between Hans Baer and Israel Singer.

A German-born public relations expert who had emigrated to New York in 1939 and was now in his seventies, Hoxter had made a living for half a century out of smoothing the path of difficult deals for Swiss, German, and Austrian companies in the United States. Every few months he would swing through central European capitals, holding court in the best hotels. Hoxter often visited Hans Baer, who was on his “hit list” for frequent contacts.

Crucially, Hoxter had worked as the go-between for Singer and Chancellor Franz Vranitzky of Austria during Singer’s vocal campaign a decade earlier to uncover Kurt Waldheim’s Nazi past. While Singer and Vranitzky attacked each other publicly, they used Hoxter as a private channel of communication. During that episode Singer and Hoxter had developed a deep mutual trust. Hoxter became Singer’s most trusted adviser on the restitution campaign, while cheerfully continuing to advise his Swiss client Hans Baer. He regarded it as his duty to help find a resolution.

On the morning of D’Amato’s hearing, despite a ban imposed by Edgar Bronfman on WJC talks with the Swiss, Hoxter presided over negotiations between Israel Singer and Hans Baer. In the breakfast room of a Washington hotel, Singer and Baer sat at different tables while Hoxter, cunning as ever, shuttled from table to table, offering Singer and Baer new revisions of a proposal he had written to sort out the situation.

Their plan was simple. International accounting firms would audit the banks, as Bronfman had requested at La Grande Société in Bern. The Swiss Bankers Association and the WJC would each appoint three members to an “Independent Committee of Eminent Persons” (ICEP) which would oversee the audit and decide on a fair amount of money for the Swiss to pay. A respected and neutral chairman would cast tie-breaking votes.

The three men, all the sons of German-speaking Jews who had spent much of their youth in New York, struck up a quick rapport. They had already negotiated over capuccinos in a bar in midtown Manhattan, where they found a sense of common ground. Baer considered Singer a brilliant man and enjoyed his company, but noted that he was deliberately dragging his feet.

Singer badly wanted to get the Swiss to sign up to a process, but he could not show weakness. His Israeli colleagues from the mission to Bern were keen to force a confrontation, while signing a deal straightaway might annoy D’Amato. If he signed too quickly, Singer suspected, the senator would cancel the hearing, relieving the pressure on the Swiss at just the wrong moment. As a result, a discontented Baer had to return across the Atlantic, only to recross it days later to face D’Amato.

Baer kept on the phone to the Swiss Bankers Association in Basel. Of the several hundred banks in Switzerland, many were tiny, serving only their local cantons, but three huge institutions—Union Bank of Switzerland (UBS), Credit Suisse, and the Swiss Bank Corporation (SBC)—dwarfed the rest. They each owned big investment banks on Wall Street, where they needed to hire, and retain, Jewish employees. Any damage to their reputation could therefore cripple their ability to compete in the world’s capital markets, and so they needed a solution quickly. Baer made sure that the big three knew what they were about to sign.

On May 7, two weeks after the circus in D’Amato’s hearing room, the Memorandum of Understanding, a concise document that fit onto one sheet of letter-sized paper, was ready for signing. Swiss secrecy laws would be lifted, but only for the auditors of the new committee, and only for the purpose of hunting for dormant accounts. The auditors would get “unfettered access to all relevant files in banking institutions regarding dormant accounts and other assets and financial instruments deposited before, during and immediately after the Second World War.”

These were huge concessions for the Swiss, striking at the foundations of the way they did business. They could not imagine going any further.

Baer flew back to New York for a special signing ceremony, accompanied by Georg Krayer. On short notice, Josef Ackermann, then chief executive of Credit Suisse, also flew out for the signing, underscoring that Switzerland’s international banks supported the new committee. Bronfman, in cheery mood now that the Swiss had acceded to his core demands, hosted the signing at the Four Seasons restaurant on the ground floor of the Seagram Building, the modernist glass-and-metal palace his father had commissioned. Each Swiss banker carefully signed the memorandum. It would prove one of the most expensive pieces of paper any of them would ever handle.

As the bankers dined on some of New York’s most expensive cuisine, Bronfman proposed to convene the committee’s first meeting at his French château. Baer delicately suggested that this might not look good in Switzerland, and the plan was shelved. Instead, they discussed the membership of their new committee. Singer and Baer, as the architects of the committee, would both serve on it, although officially as alternates, not full members. Baer had a slate of Swiss members he had drawn up in a New York taxi. Two were Jewish, as he attempted to ensure balance, and none was directly employed by a Swiss bank. Instead he opted for regulators, academics, and accountants, none of whom had a direct financial stake in the outcome.

Singer, on the other hand, drew up a list of nominees tied to organizations working for restitution for Holocaust victims, including Ronald Lauder, the WJC’s treasurer and heir to the Estée Lauder fortune, and Avraham Burg, head of the Jewish Agency for Israel.

Singer had a deep attachment to Burg, a Young Turk on the left of Israeli politics, who would shortly become the speaker of the Knesset. A generation earlier, Burg’s father, Yosef, had led the Mizrahi religious Zionist movement in interwar Germany, while Singer’s father had run the Austrian counterpart. After Germany’s annexation of Austria, Burg’s father attempted to use the contacts he had developed with the SS to help the Singers escape, signing a certificate to allow them passage from the country. Yosef Burg became a giant of Israeli politics, helping to found the rightwing National Religious Party and serving as a cabinet minister for thirty-five years.

Avraham Burg did not share his father’s politics. But, like Singer, he wore his yarmulke all the time, had more than his fair share of charm and charisma, and could be intimidatingly aggressive. Even in the calm surroundings of the Seagram Building, he saw fit to bluster that he could never trust the Swiss.

Months earlier, Burg’s inflammatory rhetoric had provoked the Swiss president into retracting an invitation for him to accompany Bronfman to Bern. Burg reinstated his invitation by coolly telling the presidential press office: “Okay, we’re coming tomorrow to Bern. Now if the president will continue this selection policy of the Nazis to distinguish between Jews and Jews, we are calling an international news conference on the steps of the presidential palace to tell the world how we feel about it.” Singer took advantage of Burg’s volatility by telling the Swiss he was the voice of moderation who could save them from the aggressive Israeli.

Burg’s attitude, however, was dovish compared with that of the final Jewish nominee to the committee, Zvi Barak. A former fighter pilot who flew thirty-five missions during the 1973 Yom Kippur War, Barak was now cochairman (with Singer) of the World Jewish Restitution Organization, an umbrella group set up in 1992 to seek compensation from formerly Communist countries in Eastern Europe.

As far as he was concerned, Singer was too moderate, having been nurtured in the safety of North America. Barak’s own upbringing on Israel’s front line gave him a different perspective. “I was born in a minority and I live in a minority,” he said. “I am a fighter pilot and you know fighter pilots fly alone. Singer is coming from a consensus place.” Barak, a lawyer and a director of Bank Leumi, Israel’s biggest bank, was also the Jewish “details” man on the committee. Over the next four years, he would never miss a meeting, and never afford the Swiss any benefit of the doubt.

With such a polarized and dysfunctional lineup of eminent persons, the choice of chairman grew more important. The Swiss shortlist had several names, including Brian Mulroney, the former Canadian prime minister, but Curtis Hoxter was clear about the first choice: Paul Volcker, the former chairman of the Federal Reserve.

A bearlike bald-headed Texan, at six feet eight inches Volcker had a huge profile in more ways than one. As a non-Jewish American with close contacts both in Switzerland and in the Jewish community, he seemed ideal. For almost a decade he successfully steered the world’s financial system, navigating the straits of the early 1980s and showing his independence with repeated hikes in interest rates.

Now sixty-eight, Volcker had worked since leaving the Fed as a partner of the New York investment banker James Wolfensohn, president of the World Bank and a friend of Edgar Bronfman. Swiss bankers also knew Volcker well. In the early 1980s, he had flown into Basel and Zurich many times to negotiate resolutions to the world banking crisis. He even sat on the board of Nestlé, the giant Swiss consumer products company.

When Hoxter phoned to offer him the job, Volcker needed convincing. He believed the two sides were absurdly far apart, with the Swiss offering $5 million in compensation for victims’ accounts and the American team demanding $50 billion. He canvassed his Jewish friends, all of whom warned him not to touch the job with a ten-foot pole.

Bronfman even phoned him from his private jet to lobby him. But the man who tipped the balance proved to be Fritz Leutwiler, who headed the Swiss National Bank while Volcker was at the Fed. Leutwiler told his good friend Volcker that it was his duty to take on the task: the honor and integrity of the Swiss banking system was at stake.

He also reassured Volcker that the job would not be onerous. The panel would appoint auditors, who would enter the banks, looking for documents. Swiss law allowed the destruction of documents more than ten years old (a common practice in other jurisdictions), so they both believed it would be impossible to pinpoint the number of dormant accounts. Once auditors had established that there was not enough hard evidence, he would simply broker a settlement. The process would take no longer than two years, ending in mid-1998 at the latest.

Once the Swiss central banker had made his pitch, Hoxter phoned Volcker, telling him he had already had four weeks to decide. The next day, Volcker accepted, on the condition that he could appoint his own legal adviser. Nobody objected, and so Volcker appointed Michael Bradfield, a colleague for more than twenty years at the Treasury Department and the Fed, as his general counsel in a move he subsequently described as “the one smart thing I did.” It was a description with which the Swiss banks would totally disagree.

Bradfield became the effective general manager for the inquiry, and the public face of the investigation in Switzerland. A dogged man who had spent decades amassing piles of data to ensure that banks were run properly, Bradfield, although battling cancer at the time, was determined to subject the Swiss banks to a stringent investigation. He ceaselessly traveled to Switzerland, often flying overnight and then heading straight to a meeting, where he would doodle constantly without ever losing the flow of the meeting around him.

The Swiss bankers did not realize they had invited a tough American banking regulator to manage the investigation, and Hans Baer complained that Bradfield’s appointment was “like bringing a child into a marriage without talking about it.” Another commented: “Nobody realized that when we engaged Paul Volcker we bought at the same time a
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