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Dedication

For Asher, Sasha, and Sharon





Epigraph


The daughter of Pharaoh came down to bathe in the Nile, while her maidens walked along the Nile. She spied the basket among the reeds and sent her slave girl to fetch it. When she opened it, she saw that it was a child, a boy crying. She took pity on it and said, “This must be a Hebrew child.”

—EXODUS 2:5–6

The righteous shall flourish like the palm tree: he shall grow like a cedar in Lebanon.

—PSALMS 92:12
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Introduction

THE UNITED STATES HOLOCAUST MEMORIAL MUSEUM HAD RECENTLY OPENED ITS doors on the National Mall when my parents took our family to Washington to see it. Most of my relatives had arrived in America in the nineteenth century from Austria, and the last to immigrate was my grandfather, who had fled the Russian pogroms when Theodore Roosevelt was president. The Holocaust always seemed something distant to me. I remember vividly knowing survivors as a child—the friend’s nanny who spoke in a thick German accent, and the owner of a local grocery store whose numbered tattoo terrified me. But other than the required reading of Elie Wiesel’s Night in school, I did not spend much time thinking about the Holocaust as a child.

Visiting the Holocaust Museum is a completely enervating experience. The darkness of the Shoah, quite intentionally, envelops you as you shuffle through the exhibit showing the enormity of the Nazis’ crimes. The boxcars into which the doomed were crammed, the striped pajamas in which they endured unimaginable cruelties, and the haunting images of the now destroyed world of the European Jews are suffocating. Particularly disturbing to me was the enormous pile of shoes that had belonged to concentration camp victims. Many of them were in small sizes, the property of some of the one and a half million children who perished.

At the end of the exhibition, a small gallery was devoted to a handful of those very few who had tried to save the hunted from the Nazis. On the wall there was a photograph of a young man in profile, not much older than I was then, smiling, a small pipe jauntily stuck in his mouth. He was Alexander Schmorell, a twenty-five-year-old medical student at the University of Munich and a member of the White Rose, a group of young German idealists who had dared to speak out against the Nazis. Their mesmerizing story was like a flicker of light penetrating just slightly the oppressive gloom of the Shoah, and it restored to me a faith in humanity. It has inspired me to this day, and ultimately inspired the writing of this book.

The White Rose’s founder and driving force was Hans Scholl, another medical student, who was joined in his effort by his younger sister Sophie. The siblings grew up in Ulm, a city on the Danube outside Munich where Albert Einstein was also born. Their home was both tolerant and religious. “What I want most of all is that you live in uprighteousness and freedom of spirit, no matter how difficult that proves to be,” their father had told them.

Like many his age, Hans joined the Hitler Youth. But he had doubts almost immediately. He was horrified by the Nuremberg rallies and recoiled at rules that forbade him from singing certain songs, from flying a special flag designed by his troop, or from reading his favorite author, Stefan Zweig, who was Jewish. For her part, Sophie could not understand why her Jewish best friend could not join the Bund Deutscher Mädel (League of German Girls) despite her blond Aryan looks, while she, with dark hair, was welcomed.

Hans Scholl was a free thinker, dynamic and magnetic. With the outbreak of war, he was drafted and posted as a medic in France. When he returned to Germany, he enrolled in medical school at the University of Munich. He read widely—Plato, Socrates, Saint Augustine, and Blaise Pascal—and decorated his dorm room with modernist French art. He soon attracted a circle of like-minded students: Christoph Probst, Willi Graf, and Schmorell, the son of Russian immigrants. They found an intellectual mentor in Kurt Huber, a professor of philosophy and religion and ardent believer in liberal democracy.

In the summer of 1942 Hans was inspired by the sermons of Clemens August Graf von Galen, the anti-Nazi bishop of Münster. “Finally, a man has the courage to speak out,” he mused to his siblings. He began to distribute typewritten leaflets denouncing the regime. They were signed by a group whose name he took from a Mexican novel: “The White Rose.” Their language was incandescent. “Every honest German today is ashamed of his government,” Hans wrote. It had committed “crimes that indefinitely outdistance every human measure.” Those who stood by were complicit—“Guilty! Guilty! Guilty!” All citizens should resist the Nazi state and its war efforts, including through sabotage, boycotts, and protests.

The White Rose also became among the first to publicize the Holocaust. In the group’s second leaflet, Schmorell reported the news that three hundred thousand Jews had been murdered “in the most bestial way. Here we see the most frightful crime against human dignity, a crime that is unparalleled in the whole of history. For Jews, too, are human beings.” They pulled no punches even when it came to the führer: “Every word that comes from Hitler’s mouth is a lie,” they declared. “His mouth is the foul-smelling maw of Hell, and his might is at bottom accursed.” Sprinkled with erudite references to Aristotle, Ecclesiastes, Goethe, Lao Tzu, Friedrich Schiller, and others, the leaflets concluded with a plea to circulate them. “We will not be silent,” concluded the fourth. “We are your bad conscience. The White Rose will not leave you in peace.”

The leaflets appeared in mailboxes and phone booths throughout Munich between late June and mid-July 1942 and spread to sympathetic students in Frankfurt, Hamburg, Berlin, and Vienna. Then Hans, Schmorrel, and Graf were suddenly, on a day’s notice, shipped east to the Russian front. On the way Hans saw a young Jewish girl in a labor brigade by the side of the road. Running from his train, he handed her a chocolate bar and a daisy for her hair. When he stopped in Warsaw, he was horrified by the ghetto. “There are half-starved children whimpering for bread,” he wrote home. “A sense of doom is all around.” Then while the young men were in Russia, the Scholls’ father was arrested and imprisoned for several months by the Nazis when an employee reported an anti-Hitler comment he had made.

At the front, the boys witnessed the defeat at Stalingrad and the first cracks in German invincibility. “We will have to let the truth ring out as clearly and audibly as possible in the German night,” Huber told his protégés when they returned home. The White Rose released two more leaflets warning that with the loss at Stalingrad, German defeat was inevitable. In a paean to freedom, they asked their countrymen, “Are we forever to be a nation that is hated and rejected by all mankind?” The pamphlets again circulated throughout Germany. One night green and black graffiti appeared in Munich declaring “Freedom!” and “Hitler Mass Murderer!”

On February 18, 1943, Hans and Sophie were placing neat stacks of leaflets in corridors at the university before the bell rang to let out classes. As they left, Sophie realized she had extra copies in the red suitcase they carried and headed to the top of the marble stairs, which overlooked an atrium three floors below. She hurled the remaining leaflets in the air and watched as they drifted down the stairwell. The maintenance man, Jakob Schmid, was also watching. An ardent Nazi, he immediately locked the doors and notified the authorities. The siblings were hauled to the Wittelsbacher Palace, the infamous headquarters of the Gestapo. Soon after, Probst, whose wife had had a third child weeks before, was also arrested. The three were interrogated for several days but refused to implicate others.

Hitler’s chosen high court judge, Roland Freisler, was flown in from Berlin to preside in his ominous red robes over their trial five days later. The proceedings were a travesty and the result a foregone conclusion. All three were quickly found guilty of high treason and sentenced to death. “There is a higher court before which we all must stand,” the Scholls’ father shouted in the courtroom. They were executed by guillotine hours later. Before Hans placed his head upon the block, his final words echoed through the prison: “Long live freedom.”

Within weeks the other core members of the White Rose were apprehended and executed, including Schmorell, who was betrayed to the Gestapo by a former girlfriend. Others were tried and imprisoned. Thomas Mann broadcast the case on the radio from exile in the United States. It was reported in the newspapers. British airplanes dropped copies of the last leaflet over Germany. But the hope that the group’s members had of inspiring their fellow citizens was not fulfilled; their call was almost entirely ignored. “What we wrote and said is also believed by many others,” Sophie had declared. “They just don’t dare express themselves as we did.” Sadly, this was not the case. The White Rose were beautiful souls in a time of nightmare, a breath of fresh air sweeping through the hellish landscape of the Holocaust. I took them with me when I left the museum.

* * *

Many years later, I wrote an op-ed in the New York Times recounting the story of the White Rose on the seventy-fifth anniversary of the Scholls’ execution. At a time when many were becoming concerned for the first time in years about the stability of our own democracy, it struck a chord. Readers drew a parallel to the activism of young people, particularly the students in Parkland, Florida, whose gun-control campaign was then in the headlines. By then I had written a few other stories about rescuers, and the response each time had been similar. I also invariably received emails from people—both strangers and those I knew—telling me that the subject of my article had saved their family. There are literally hundreds of thousands of people alive today because of the rescuers you will meet in this book; their acts of righteousness truly echo down through the ages.

Of course, we must acknowledge that rescue was very rare during the Holocaust. It remains both a celebration of what is best in us and, in its extreme scarcity, an indictment of the worst. When Yad Vashem, Israel’s memorial to the Holocaust, was founded in 1953, one of its core missions was to recognize those who risked their lives to save Jews and so realize the injunction in the Book of Chronicles “to vindicate the righteous by rewarding them for their righteousness.” The title Righteous Among the Nations—a reference to the belief that those of any faith in Israel who adhere to the seven basic laws of morality given to Noah are promised a place in the world to come—is bestowed at a special ceremony and often accompanied by the planting of a carob tree in a special garden in Jerusalem. The criteria are strict: rescuers must have risked their life, liberty, or career; they cannot be Jewish; there must be eyewitness testimony or unequivocal evidence of their actions; and they must not have received any monetary or other reward. As of 2021, over twenty-seven thousand people have been so honored.

While this may seem like a large number, it represents just half of one-hundredth of one percent of the European population during the Second World War, or about one person out of twenty thousand. The Yad Vashem criteria do, of course, exclude many rescuers, including some in this book. There are also those many who never came forward, who rescued anonymously, or who were otherwise forgotten. In the years following the war, many rescuers kept their stories to themselves, traumatized by their experiences or afraid of retribution from hostile neighbors or governments. There are those who tried to help and failed, their courageous and tragic efforts lost. Many of them were caught by the Nazis and killed. Then there are those who might have made a small gesture of food, or given shelter for a few minutes or a night, or even just kept a secret: they too contributed to a rescue. Yet even if we assume the actual number of rescuers is ten times greater than the Yad Vashem rolls of honor, we are left with less than half of one tenth of one percent of the population. The rescuers were, indeed, truly rarae aves, the rarest of birds.

The extraordinary stories of the rescuers are too little told and too little known. For many years people knew only of the Swedish diplomat Raoul Wallenberg and, after the film by Steven Spielberg, the German industrialist Oskar Schindler. But beyond these two archetypes, the rest are little more than footnotes to history at best. There are several reasons for this historical omission. Again, as we will see, many rescuers were reticent to tell their own stories or preferred to remain anonymous. In their own countries, many were shunned or even punished after the war. And while many who survived the Holocaust were determined to thank their saviors, there were others—particularly those who lived through concentration camps—who feared that a focus on the rescuers would distract from the crimes of the perpetrators and the suffering of the victims.

Yet the very existence of rescuers offers proof of the Holocaust to counter any who would deny it or diminish it. Every rescuer is a rebuke to them. “Why did the Polish farmer have to hide a Jew in the pigsty?” the historian Mordecai Paldiel observes. “Because someone wanted to kill that Jew.” And they certainly demonstrate for us the kind of behavior we must foster to prevent anything like the Holocaust from happening again and to create a more beneficent society. By studying what motivated the rescuers, we can perhaps distill the values and manners we wish to cherish and to encourage.

It is also a historical injustice if the names of Heinrich Himmler and Hermann Goering remain more well-known than those of Wallenberg and Schindler. “Which code of ethics argues that evil be allowed to eclipse the good?” asked Harold Schulweis, one of the earliest advocates for honoring the Righteous. “Which perverse logic holds that we obliterate the memory of man’s nobility so as to preserve the memory of his degeneracy?” We should value the kind over the pathological. We should value the courageous over the selfish. For, as Martin Luther King Jr. put it, “Darkness cannot drive out darkness, only light can do that.”

“We must know these good people who helped Jews during the Holocaust,” the Nobel laureate Elie Wiesel once wrote. “We must learn from them, and in gratitude and hope, we must remember them.” The world owes the rescuers a debt of gratitude, a debt best repaid by recalling and celebrating their deeds. Not only those who are alive because of their actions, or those who would have been in peril had they lived in a different time and place, but all of us should thank them for showing that even in the darkest moment, the best part of humanity could survive and, in some discrete places, triumph. “In the darkness that engulfed Europe there were some shining lights,” wrote Gideon Hausner, Attorney General of Israel and prosecutor at the Adolf Eichmann trial. “Their names are engraved in our memory forever, as we still [bear] in thankful memory the name of Cyrus of Persia, who enabled the exiles to return to the promised land.” Gratitude is a fundamental Jewish value and indeed an important and all too rare humanist one, indispensable to building a just and kind society.

At the dedication ceremony for the Avenue of the Righteous at Yad Vashem in Jerusalem on May 1, 1962, the first eleven carob trees were planted in honor of eleven of the rescuers. “The Jewish people remember not only the villains, but also every small detail of the rescue attempts,” Golda Meir declared in her remarks. Today, some sixty years later, the garden is verdant with foliage as hundreds more trees have been planted. The rescuers were like drops of love in an ocean of poison, Meir declared. They had not only saved Jews but had “saved hope and faith in the human spirit.” We must honor those who stood up for the persecuted, often at the risk of their own lives, when so few did.

The great Holocaust scholar Yehuda Bauer has written, “The existence of rescuers on the margins provides a hope that these evils are not inevitable, that they can be fought.” It is critical that children in particular not lose faith in humanity and that they learn that some people tried to help in an hour of need. “For the first fifty years after the Holocaust, survivors bore witness to evil, brutality, and bestiality,” declared Abraham Foxman, the longtime director of the Anti-Defamation League and himself a hidden child saved by his Polish Catholic nanny. “Now is the time for us, for our generation, to bear witness to goodness. For each one of us is living proof that even in hell, even in that hell called the Holocaust, there was goodness, there was kindness, and there was love and compassion.”

For those who are committed to remembering the Holocaust, and to making sure it never happens again, the most important task is to educate as many as we can. The stories of rescue provide an opportunity. The filmmaker Pierre Sauvage, born in occupied France, believes that the “stories of rescuers are really almost like a banister which you can hold on to while looking at the evil of this world.” This is particularly true when talking to children about a highly traumatic moment in history. I hope that this book will be read by young people who have the power to shape our world, to help them see that we can all make a difference, and to show what happens if we do not.

We are fortunate that we do not need to know how we would have acted during the Nazi era, but the math says that very few of us would make the same choices the rescuers did. It is one thing, and a challenging one indeed, to simply inconvenience oneself by taking the time or offering the resources to help another in need. It is even more difficult to jeopardize your livelihood or well-being, let alone to risk your life or, even more extreme, the lives of your children. Most of us would not. But if people believe that they would have acted as the righteous did, that is a good thing. The stories of the righteous allow us at least to contemplate the enormity of man’s cruelty by asking ourselves how we would hope to react when confronted with it. There is still much in our own lives far short of atrocities—bullying, pain, cruelty, desperation—that we can be inspired to combat or ameliorate with positive action, with empathy, and with kindness.

* * *


The ten stories I have selected in the following chapters are intended to offer a broad spectrum of backgrounds, professions, beliefs, nationalities, and geographies, but they are also, in the end, stories that particularly spoke to me. A volume like this necessarily requires choices, and I could have written an entire additional book—indeed several—about others as remarkable as those included here. I have not included Oskar Schindler or Raoul Wallenberg, whose name was for many years synonymous with the Righteous. Both have had their story widely told and have entered into the global consciousness. Nor have I included the diplomats who helped Wallenberg in Budapest in 1944 by issuing protective papers, among them the Swiss consul Carl Lutz, the operation’s mastermind, who once dove into the Danube to save a woman shot by Fascists; Angel Sanz-Briz, the Spanish “Angel of Budapest” and his colleague, the Italian businessman Giorgio Perlasca; the Portuguese ambassador Carlos Sampaio Garrido and his chargé d’affaires Carlos de Liz-Texeira Branquinho; the papal nuncio Angelo Rotta; and Friedrich Born, the Swiss delegate to the International Committee of the Red Cross. As there are already several diplomatic stories in this book, I have also not included Dr. Feng-Shan Ho, the Chinese consul general in Vienna, or Sellahatin Ülkümen, the Turkish ambassador on the island of Rhodes, who both saved many Jews. Their names all deserve to be remembered forever and always.

Opportunity for rescue was often driven by circumstance and location. The selected stories largely deal with those on the ground. There are also many important stories of those in government who did their best to save Nazi victims through policy initiatives, mass programs, and political lobbying. Some senior American government officials made valiant efforts to help Jews, only to be shut down by the unfortunate and rampant anti-Semitism in the Roosevelt administration. Two weeks after Kristallnacht, for example, the legislature of the Virgin Islands voted unanimously to welcome Jewish refugees with support from the territory’s governor, the Columbia University academic Lawrence W. Cramer, and US secretary of the interior Harold Ickes, who also tried to create a haven in Alaska, then not yet a state. More successfully, the first elected president of the Philippines, Manuel Quezon, and its last US high commissioner, former governor of Indiana Paul McNutt—a political rival sent halfway around the world by FDR—worked with a Jewish family that owned a local cigar factory to rescue over twelve hundred Jews from Europe. A more ambitious plan to bring as many as one million Jews to the island of Mindanao was proposed by Quezon but was sadly preempted by the Japanese invasion of the islands. And a small group of lawyers in the US Department of the Treasury successfully pressured FDR to establish the War Refugees Board late in the war, saving over one hundred thousand Jews from the death camps. The ultimate rescue, of course, was by the Allied soldiers who defeated the Axis and liberated the occupied nations, including the concentration camps. Particularly powerful, perhaps, are the stories of the liberation of a subcamp of Mauthausen by the segregated 761st Tank Battalion, known as the Black Panthers, and of Dachau by the 522nd Field Artillery Battalion, made up entirely of Japanese American soldiers, many of whose relatives were then being forcibly incarcerated by the Roosevelt administration.

After the notorious Evian Conference in July 1938, when most of the world largely turned its back on Jewish refugees, Britain was alone among the major powers in opening its doors to thousands of Jewish children in Germany, Austria, and Czechoslovakia under the legendary Kindertransport. Images of these children at the train station, alone without their parents, with identification tags around their necks, became iconic wartime symbols in England and later inspired the creator of Paddington Bear, himself a refugee. One of my favorite organizers was Nicholas Winton, a young banker who canceled his ski holidays in December 1938 to volunteer to oversee the evacuation of Jewish children from Prague, saving over six hundred. Some would famously be reunited with him decades later during a surprise broadcast on live television, a clip which has been viewed tens of millions of times in recent years. “We must carry his spirit from generation to generation,” the Dalai Lama once said of Winton. “Then humanity’s future will be brighter.”

Those given a platform in the media or through their stature have unusual opportunities to make a difference. At a time when the world was largely silent, a few political leaders denounced the persecution, perhaps most prominently Winston Churchill. Franklin Roosevelt’s predecessor, Herbert Hoover, was outspoken about the plight of the Jews, as was another internationalist Republican, New York governor Thomas Dewey, who in 1943 declared a day of mourning for the millions of Jews of Europe murdered by the Nazis. Other leaders, including the Czechoslovak president Edvard Benes, El Salvadorian president Salvador Casteneda Castro, and Swiss councilman Jean-Marie Musy, also spoke out strongly. Especially effective was Dimitar Peshev, the vice speaker of Bulgaria’s parliament, who worked with the church leaders Stefan, Metropolitan of Sofia, and Kiril, Metropolitan of Plovdiv, to pressure King Boris III to halt the deportation of the Jews, allowing virtually the entire community to survive.

The Nazis hated royalty, many of whom also distinguished themselves by supporting their Jewish subjects. We will meet some of them in this book. Among the others of note were Elisabeth of Bavaria, Queen Mother of Belgium; King Gustav of Sweden; and Queen Mother Elena of Romania. Zog of Albania, who crowned himself Zog I, the only Muslim monarch in Europe, granted citizenship to several hundred Jewish refugees before himself fleeing his country in a high-stakes operation run by Ian Fleming. And Muhammed V, the young sultan of Morocco, protected his millennia-old Jewish population from Vichy France and its Nazi overlords. “There are no Jews in Morocco,” he declared. “There are only Moroccan citizens.”

There were also those, like the White Rose, who went to great lengths to publicize the Holocaust, itself an act of righteousness. It is what the philosopher Bernard-Henri Lévy has called “the will to see.” We will meet the Polish diplomat Jan Karski, who risked his life to personally witness Nazi atrocities in Poland and reported what he saw to Anthony Eden and FDR to little effect. Even some in Hollywood tried to make a difference. At the behest of the activist Peter Bergson, Kurt Weill and Ben Hecht organized a traveling pageant of Hollywood stars in 1943 called We Will Never Die to protest the murder of then two million Jews: several Christian stars participated, including Frank Sinatra, Burgess Meredith, and Ralph Bellamy, adding their voices and helping gain attention.

As I wrote this book, I often imagined what it must have been like for a refugee, hunted, terrorized, with nowhere to turn, to come upon the kindly face of a rescuer, a friendly smile in a hellish landscape. We also must recognize the gift of dignity and of goodness, the small gestures made to acknowledge someone’s humanity—a coffee, a hot bath, a smile, a kind word—which were almost always recalled years later by survivors as helping give them the strength to go on. They do not often on their own add up to a dramatic story, but they were crucial and certainly something that we can all do every day. Primo Levi wrote of an Italian laborer who brought him soup each night, “I believe that it was really due to Lorenzo that I am alive today; and not so much for his material aid, as for his having constantly reminded me by his presence, by his natural and plain manner of being good, that there still existed a just world outside our own, something and someone still pure and whole, not corrupt, not savage, extraneous to hatred and terror; something to define, a remote possibility of good, but for which it was worth surviving.” Gustav Schröder, the captain of the MS St. Louis, is famous for desperately trying to find a safe place to disembark his nearly one thousand Jewish passengers during the infamous “voyage of the damned.” Passengers remembered that as they unsuccessfully moved from port to port in Cuba, the United States, and Canada, the German captain ordered that his charges be treated with dignity as paying passengers and even permitted religious services to be held on board. His kindness was never forgotten.

There are, indeed, many other remarkable stories. There was Jan Żabiński, the director of the Warsaw Zoo, and his wife Antonina, who rescued hundreds of Jews by letting them use the empty cages of their abandoned park. And Roddie Edmonds, a Tennessee-born master sergeant in the US Army, who when captured by the Germans was ordered to identify his Jewish soldiers. He ordered all his men to appear and declared “We are all Jews here” to the commandant, daring the man to shoot him. The teacher Joop Westerweel in the Netherlands organized an escape network that saved as many of two hundred Jewish youth pioneers. Nearby, the German lawyer Hans Calmeyer used his position in the Dutch occupation authority to remove Jews from lists of non-Aryans, saving several thousand from deportation. And Father Bruno, the clerical name for the young priest Henri Reynders, hid some four hundred children from the Nazis in Belgium, while his countryman Joseph André rescued hundreds in Narmur. All their stories, too, are worth learning.

Finally, I also made the decision not to include any Jewish rescuers, although several make cameo appearances. They deserve their own volume.

* * *

It is said that the first of the Righteous Among the Nations was Pharaoh’s daughter—known by tradition as Bitya*—who defied her father’s edict against newborn Jewish boys to save the infant Moses. She did this publicly, in front of her retinue of maidens, at great danger of exposure. She steadfastly continued the operation with courage, agreeing to publicly adopt the child, whom she herself named Moses. And then with kindness she secretly arranged for the infant Moses to be cared for by his own mother, who served as the baby’s nurse. “Pharaoh’s daughter did not simply have a moment’s compassion,” Jonathan Sacks has written. “She will adopt him and bring him up as her own son. This is courage of a high order.”

As it is told in Exodus, Pharaoh’s daughter’s act was motivated entirely by compassion and came at great risk to her own life. According to Jewish tradition, the princess was rewarded by God as one of nine people so righteous they were permitted to enter paradise while still living. The Talmud says, “Although Moses had many names, the only one by which he is known in the whole Torah is the one given to him by the daughter of Pharaoh. Even the Holy One, blessed be He, did not call him by any other name.” In so doing, it is said that even God Himself paid tribute to the most legendary righteous rescuer of all for her kindness.

One of the most difficult questions asked in the years since the Second World War has been: Where was God during the Holocaust? Man’s cruelty to man is, of course, as old as recorded history. But the Nazi crimes seemed to bring a new level of evil to our world, and to sharpen the intractable philosophical dilemma known as the problem of evil. Almost all great theologians and philosophers have attempted to reconcile the existence of evil with the existence of an all-powerful, loving God. At the heart of the matter is the issue of free will. If we cannot choose evil, it is argued by some, we cannot choose good. (Or, as Boethius put it, “We cannot raise the question, ‘How can there be evil if God exists?’ without raising the second, ‘How can there be good if He exists not?’”)

But for me, at least part of the answer to the question lies in the story of Pharaoh’s daughter. When we consider the stories of those who selflessly saved others during perhaps the worst moment in history, we can perhaps see that God is in the actions of the Righteous. Their kindness and heroism are the divine spark that we all possess and which we must do our best to cultivate within ourselves and in our societies if we wish to build a better world. Right did prevail in the end. The acts of the rescuers were, as the writer Cynthia Ozick has put it, “goodness separated from desecration.” Their impact cannot be measured by their number, but rather by the “metaphysical, and belongs to the sublime.”

Now, let us turn to the stories.

I hope you will find them as profound as I do.







1

We Are All Refugees

WHEN PARIS FELL TO GERMANY IN JUNE 1940, THRONGS OF DESPERATE REFUGEES, as many as five million, fled south through France to try to escape the Nazis. The Swiss and Italian borders were sealed, and the German army was pushing quickly into the north of France. The only way out was south across the Pyrenees into neutral Spain, on to Portugal, and beyond to freedom. A traffic jam of colossal proportions snaked its way down the country as every type of vehicle crawled along, furniture and belongings strapped to roofs, while the Luftwaffe buzzed overhead, strafing the crowds with machine-gun fire. Hans Augusto Reyersbach and his wife, Margarete Waldstein, German Jews originally from Hamburg, rode homemade bicycles, weaving through cars that were at a virtual standstill. Hidden in what belongings they had been able to throw in two suitcases in the rush to leave their home in Montmartre were potentially lifesaving documents: their Brazilian passports, which could provide a safe haven if they could somehow get across the Atlantic.

Hans had already led a peripatetic existence. He had grown up well-to-do and served in the Great War, but in 1924, in the aftermath of the hyperinflation that devastated Weimar Germany, he moved to Rio de Janeiro in search of better prospects and landed a job selling bathtubs in the Amazon. There the thirty-six-year-old Hans reconnected with Margarete, then twenty-nine, whom he had last seen as a child in Hamburg sliding down a banister. The serendipity of meeting an attractive, flame-haired Jewish girl from his hometown was almost too good to be true. They also shared a creative passion. He was a talented amateur artist and had worked as a poster painter for the circus while in university. She had made her way to Rio by way of London, where she had worked as a photographer, after studying at the Bauhaus and showing her watercolors in Berlin. Together they started an advertising agency and changed their name to Rey, which was much easier for the locals to pronounce. Margarete and Hans, with his broad yellow hat to block the sun, took to strolling past the striped umbrellas of the Copacabana Beach as he learned his sixth language, Portuguese. Crucially, it was then that they became Brazilian citizens.

They were married in August 1935. On their honeymoon, they set sail for Europe and then decided to settle in Paris, the lure of an artistic life in the cafés of the City of Lights too great to resist. A publisher was taken with a cartoon of a giraffe by Hans, who quickly wrote and illustrated several children’s books that were published in France and England. Endlessly inventive, Hans also created books of cut-out and folded animals, a method he patented. Then in 1939 Hans and Margarete collaborated on a children’s book inspired by the two mischievous marmoset monkeys they had kept as pets in Rio. Hans drew the illustrations, and Margarete contributed to the story. Raffy and the Nine Monkeys was published by the prestigious French publishing house Éditions Gallimard, and the Reys had just received a contract for a spin-off, The Adventures of Fifi, about the youngest monkey of the nine, who was always getting in trouble. When the German invasion of France forced them to flee for their lives, this new manuscript fled with them. The publisher’s advance had paid for the bicycles and other expenses of their escape.

The Reys left Paris on June 12, two days before the Germans entered the city and hoisted the swastika above the Eiffel Tower. The previous day, they had gone to a bicycle shop, only to find the only thing left was a tandem vélo. After a quick spin around the place Vendôme in front of the Ritz Hotel, Margarete declared the vehicle unrideable. They brought it back to the store, where, for 1,600 francs, Hans bought enough spare parts to build two rudimentary bicycles with baskets for their belongings. Two million people had already fled the capital when, at five thirty the next morning, with rain pouring down on the stone streets, they began the journey on their ramshackle vehicles. For three days they pedaled south before finally boarding a train at the Orléans station for Biarritz. Eventually they reached the neighboring town of Bayonne in the South of France, near the Spanish border. Thousands of other refugees crowded the streets, desperate to get exit visas, which literally meant life or death. A week after they had fled Paris, after waiting four hours on the sidewalk in Bayonne, the Reys were successful, thanks entirely to the kindness of a local Portuguese consul. They made their way to Lisbon and on to Rio and eventually to New York. The next year the American company Houghton Mifflin published their new book. The title page listed Hans as H. A. Rey. The name of the protagonist had been changed by the publisher from Fifi to George.

Stories about the Reys’ little monkey have sold more than seventy-five million copies in twenty-six languages around the world and inspired myriad movies, television shows, toys, and merchandise that have informed countless childhoods. Were it not, then, for the Portuguese consul who signed the Reys’ visas, Curious George would have been another casualty of the Second World War.

The monkey’s savior was Aristides de Sousa Mendes, and the Reys were two of the estimated thirty thousand people he rescued over several weeks in the summer of 1940. Defying explicit orders from his government, Sousa Mendes answered instead to his own conscience to help mobs of desperate people fleeing the Nazis and likely deportation to concentration camps or extermination. He possessed the power to issue visas to neutral Portugal by using passport stamps that, with his signature, allowed bearers out of France. During a frenzy of activity in the early summer of 1940, this little-known midlevel Portuguese diplomat quite possibly saved more people than any other individual during the Holocaust.

* * *


The world had been a very different place when Aristides de Sousa Mendes do Amaral e Abranches was born in Cabanas de Viriato, a village in northern Portugal, on July 19, 1885, the younger of identical twin boys by an hour. Belle Epoque Portugal was still an aristocratic nation, a stately and traditional society ruled by a king as it had been for centuries, and his parents were both scions of old noble families. His father was the son of a wealthy landowner and a direct descendent of a courtier to the Napoleonic-era king Joao VI. His mother’s family, the Abranches, was even nobler, tracing their ancestry back to the knight Alvaro Vaz de Almada, who had been made an earl by the English after an exceptional victory at Avranches in Normandy.

The twins grew up with a younger brother in the family’s large ancestral home in the province of Beira Alta with a magnificent view of the Serra da Estrela mountain range and servants in attendance. The boys were raised with a strong sense of noblesse oblige and given a devout Catholic education. Their father, José, was an appellate judge of impeccable reputation, and both Aristides and his twin brother, César, followed in his footsteps and pursued degrees in law, considered the most prestigious course of study at the time. They graduated in 1908 at age twenty-two from the University of Coimbra, one of the oldest in Europe.

Portugal is perched on the Atlantic, and since the days of Prince Henry the Navigator, when the small Iberian nation was among the world’s most powerful, its native sons often traveled far on behalf of the nation. The golden age of exploration was long over, but Aristides and César followed this same restless path and entered the Foreign Service. César was the more serious student of foreign policy. Aristides was more of a fun-loving bon vivant, but well suited to the social side of his profession. He would be joined in his adventure by an attractive dark-haired girl, his cousin Angelina, one of four children of a wealthy landowner. They married in 1909. After a brief stint at the Portuguese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, he and his twin brother were both sent abroad the following year. With his new bride and infant son and namesake in tow, Sousa Mendes took up his first post as second-class consul in the English sugar colony of British Guiana on the northern coast of South America.

Very shortly after the couple left Lisbon, the Portuguese monarchy came suddenly to an end after eight hundred years. The twenty-year-old King Manuel II, who had ascended the throne two years earlier when his father and brother were assassinated, went into exile, and a new republic was declared. The age of Portuguese aristocracy too was over, and Sousa Mendes now worked for a new government somewhat wary of his class.

Nonetheless, the next two and a half decades would be for the young couple an exciting adventure. Sousa Mendes was a born diplomatic host, with a sparkling personality and wonderful sense of humor. Pictures show a tall young man cutting a dashing and authoritative figure, beaming in his brocaded Foreign Service uniform, sword at his side, medals across his chest. And Angelina too proved herself adept as a hostess.

In the summer of 1911 Sousa Mendes was promoted to consul and posted to Zanzibar in East Africa, a critical locale as a neighbor of the important Portuguese colony of Mozambique. He quickly endeared himself and his nation to his hosts. Sultan Khalifa bin Harub awarded him the Second-Class Medal of the Shining Star, the nation’s highest honor for a foreigner, and presented him with ceremonial dress, complete with a scimitar and a silver-inlaid dagger. In the six years they lived in Africa, the Sousa Mendeses welcomed four more children. The youngest, Feliciano, had the sultan as his godfather.

From Africa, it was on to southern Brazil, where Sousa Mendes was appointed consul in the city of Curitiba in 1917. He was now in his early thirties, and some of the tendencies that would come to hinder his career began to come to the fore. Not bureaucratically astute enough to hide his strong monarchist loyalties, he was briefly suspended as hostile to the republican government before being quickly reinstated. He also showed a pattern of spending well beyond his means, a problem that accelerated with the needs of his rapidly growing family.

In 1921 Sousa Mendes was sent to San Francisco as consul general, a significant position: he was not only the most senior diplomat in a major metropolitan area but also oversaw others in smaller neighboring consulates. But it was also in California that his altruism first caused him trouble, when his support for poor Portuguese workers created friction with the wealthy expatriate business community. Throughout their lives, Sousa Mendes and his wife always showed a great concern for the needy. Whenever they were home at their estate in Portugal, they would distribute food, money, and clothing every Thursday, and also often prayed together for those who were poor or persecuted.

Sousa Mendes settled his family in Berkeley and commuted daily into the city. It was there that Angelina added two American sons to their brood. Then, after two years in California, the family was again on the move. They took the four-day rail journey cross-country to Boston, where they boarded a ship bound for Brazil for a brief second tour there in the southern city of Porto Alegre. Later they were posted for three years in Vigo, a small northwestern Galician city near the Portuguese border.

Aristides and Angelina had continued to visit Portugal regularly, but other than a brief stint back at the Foreign Ministry before the posting to Spain, they had been away for fourteen years. Their return to Europe allowed them to spend more time in Portugal, and especially at Quinta de Sao Cristovao, known as Casa do Passal, their estate in Cabanas de Viriato over which they flew the flags of the countries where their offspring—ultimately nine boys and five girls—had been born. Sousa Mendes was constantly expanding the three-story mansion in the hopes that one day it would be a place of reunion for his children. The French-and-Portuguese-style yellow home was topped by a gray slate mansard roof with red tiles, complete with a traditional rooster weathervane. One of the family’s crests was emblazoned on the ceiling in an entryway dominated by a sweeping staircase and leading into some four dozen rooms. The grounds too were marvelous, with myriad trees, birds, and animals populating a veritable playground for the children.

In 1929 forty-three-year old Sousa Mendes was promoted to consul general in Antwerp. The family resettled into Louvain, the university town made world-famous when its medieval library was torched by invading Germans during the First World War. Sousa Mendes would remain there for the next decade and become the dean of the consular corps. The social whirl was tremendous, and the entire family was a part of it. It was in Antwerp that the last of the Sousa Mendeses’ children arrived: a boy in 1931 and a girl in 1933, just a month after Adolf Hitler became chancellor of Germany.

The Sousa Mendeses believed in exposing their children to the widest possible experiences and education. The younger children were sent to local schools while the older ones enrolled in the university. Angelina personally saw to it that they learned proper Portuguese, instructing them herself. The arts suffused their lives, with piano, violin, and painting lessons, and plenty of opera, Sousa Mendes leading family concerts for friends from all over the world in his joyful tenor voice. Among those they entertained were the Nobel laureate playwright Maurice Maeterlinck, the deposed Spanish king Alfonso XIII, and Albert Einstein, who discussed relativity with one of Sousa Mendes’s sons who was fascinated with mathematics. The children were often brought along to formal diplomatic dinners, including at the Quai d’Orsay in Paris, where Sousa Mendes’s daughter Teresinha was made a flower girl to Queen Astrid of Belgium. Sousa Mendes even had a special vehicle built with eighteen seats—half car, half bus, cream-colored and nicknamed the Expresso dos Montes Herminios after the mountains in Beira Alta where he grew up—that could fit the whole clan after the logistics of moving the entire family by rail became as complicated as transporting an army. He often drove the family to picnics and outings, sometimes going as far afield as the Netherlands, Germany, France, Luxembourg, and even Denmark. And of course back to Portugal.

While the Sousa Mendes family was immersed in life in Belgium, back at home dramatic changes were underway. For years Portuguese politics had been in turmoil. Following the declaration of a republic in 1910, there had been an almost uninterrupted string of weak governments, economic disasters including rampant inflation, and a steady increase in disorder and violence. A military coup in 1926 brought to power a series of generals who were almost as incompetent as the republicans. A debt crisis soon brought Portugal to the brink of collapse.

Then a savior suddenly appeared. At the finance ministry, a brilliant economist named António de Oliveira Salazar rose to the occasion. Salazar had attended the same law school as the Sousa Mendes twins and worked his way up as an academic and bureaucrat of strong technical ability. With a firm hand, Salazar almost singlehandedly righted the Portuguese economy. In 1932, when he became prime minister of Portugal, he pushed through a new constitution giving him extraordinary powers. Shrewd, cynical, and ruthless, Salazar brought order to Portugal at the expense of civil liberties, centralizing power in the executive and restricting freedom of the press, freedom of assembly, and parliamentary powers. An authoritarian with strongly anti-Communist views, he was nonetheless an opponent of fascism and ruthlessly suppressed the Blue Shirts, a local far-right group with thirty thousand followers. But above all else, Salazar was against political parties, which he viewed as dangerous, and worked tirelessly to ensure that none, including his own, would dominate. He was at heart a technocrat whose team largely drew from academic and intellectual circles, and who wielded power in the background. A good friend was not taken in by appearances, however, noting that “behind that cold exterior, there is an inexhaustible ambition.”

Salazar was impressed with the talented César de Sousa Mendes, whose star was in the ascendant, and appointed him as his first foreign minister. Aristides, by contrast, did not have a strong reputation as an executive; he continued to serve in more midlevel positions. Never good with managing money, his own or his government’s, he also continued to spend more than he made and was supported by loans against his home and from his brother.

In Louvain, the shadow of tragedy visited the Sousa Mendeses in 1934, when their second son, Manuel, died suddenly shortly after graduating from university when one of his blood vessels ruptured at his own celebration. “This was a terrible blow to my father and mother and to us life was not the same anymore,” one their children later recalled. A few months later, their youngest daughter, Raquel, died at one year old of an intestinal illness.

The family was devastated, and in 1936 they sought a change of surroundings, moving into Antwerp itself, where they lived on the avenue Rubens, near Sousa Mendes’s office at the avenue de France. The move failed to raise their spirits, and in 1938 Sousa Mendes requested a transfer to China or Japan as chargé d’affaires, only to be denied by Salazar. Instead he received a new assignment: consul general at Bordeaux, the legendary port in the southwest of France.

International tensions were high when Sousa Mendes arrived on September 29, 1938. In ordinary times the posting would have been a plum job for someone as social as he was. Bordeaux traced its history back two and a half millennia, to a Celtic village brought under Roman control by Julius Caesar during the Gallic War. The Romans had introduced the vine to the temperate region near the Atlantic coast, and the rest was history. The historic district boasted some five thousand magnificent buildings, including monuments of Gothic architecture such as the medieval Saint-André Cathedral and the place des Quinconces, the largest square in France. The harbor was the subject of paintings by Édouard Manet, and so magnificent was the architecture that Baron Georges-Eugène Haussmann, its longtime prefect, used it as his model when he was charged by Napoleon III to level and rebuild the Paris we know today. “Take Versailles, add Antwerp, and you have Bordeaux,” Victor Hugo remarked in awe.

The consulate at 14 Quai Louis-XVIII overlooked the river Garonne as it wound its way through the city. It offered an excellent view of the botanical gardens on the other bank and sat directly across from a large warehouse overlooking the port. A few blocks away was the Grand Theatre, where the great ballet master Marius Petipa staged some of his earliest work, and the place de la Bourse, designed by Louis XV’s architect Ange-Jacques Gabriel himself. Sousa Mendes moved into a large apartment above the consulate. One of his older sons, Pedro Nuno, who was studying in Bordeaux, remembered the building as “palatial,” with mirrors on the walls and decor in the style of Louis XVI. The chancellery occupied two magnificent rooms, the living room and dining room, which in ordinary times were more than enough to handle the business of the consulate and provide offices for the consul, his deputy, and their secretary.

Initially the family enjoyed the city, basking in the warm sun and visiting the local chateaux with an elderly local they befriended named Monsieur Redeuil who was obsessed with Portuguese culture. Sousa Mendes even led the local Bastille Day celebrations in white tie and tails. But after the German invasion of Poland in September 1939, he began to worry about the safety of his children. César had been sent as ambassador to Warsaw, and his reports of German atrocities on the front lines were alarming. As the Wehrmacht turned west, invading Norway and Denmark in April, Sousa Mendes became even more disturbed.

Soon the effects could be felt in Bordeaux. In a gathering wave before the advancing army, refugees began streaming into France. Sousa Mendes’s son John Paul, then nine, recalled the crowds forming outside the building: “The fear of Hitler seeped past the desks and into our home.” Aristides and Angelina packed most of the children into the Expresso dos Montes Herminios and sent them back to Casa do Passal for safety. Only the two eldest there—José António, age twenty-seven, and Pedro Nuno, age twenty—remained with them. The consulate suddenly felt empty.

* * *


Back in Portugal, Salazar was directing a complex and Machiavellian scheme to keep his country out of the conflict. He was not an admirer of Adolf Hitler or Benito Mussolini and was also firmly opposed to the Soviet Union. Technically, he was bound to England by the Treaty of Windsor of 1386, the world’s oldest diplomatic alliance, but he managed to avoid this entanglement as well. His closest ally was Francisco Franco, the dictator of neighboring Spain, whom he had backed in that nation’s bloody and recently ended civil war, and to whom he served as informal foreign affairs adviser.

Salazar calculated that if the Spanish republican forces had won the Spanish Civil War, his staunch anticommunism would surely have motivated them to topple his own regime next door. On the other hand, he presumed that if Franco were to join the Axis in the rapidly expanding war, Portugal would likely be absorbed into a greater Iberia on the chessboard of Europe. Moreover, the First World War had resulted in well-remembered devastation wherever it went. Conflict of any kind, he consequently concluded, was an existential threat to his country. Salazar’s primary strategic objectives—overriding all else—were to keep Franco out of the Axis and to ensure that the Iberian peninsula both stayed neutral and was spared any fighting. A March 1939 treaty of friendship and nonaggression between the two nations—the Pacto Ibérico—was his diplomatic masterstroke. He reinforced it by supplying wheat and corn to Franco to feed the exhausted Spanish population and maintained diplomatic support for Spain on all fronts to prop up the regime.

The torrent of refugees fleeing the Nazis and the fighting on the eastern front suddenly became a risk to Salazar’s general policy of neutrality, even as this very neutrality made Portugal a destination of choice for refugees. The pathway there was almost exclusively through Spain, but the war-racked Spaniards had no appetite to take in the swarms of poor and desperate people fleeing from German-occupied territory. Also, Franco had no desire to oppose the Nazis, his patrons in the Spanish Civil War, who were zealously determined to prevent Jews and political opponents from escaping.

Salazar consequently fell in line to prevent refugees from crossing the border from France into Spain and bringing political headaches with them. On November 11, 1939, the Portuguese Ministry of Foreign Affairs issued Circular 14 to all embassies and consulates. Noting “current unusual circumstances,” it put in place new temporary procedures to “prevent abuses” of its consular procedures. Regular travelers in transit through Lisbon on the way to America would not be hindered. But several categories of people could not be issued visas without prior approval from the Foreign Ministry. “Aliens of undefined, contested or contentious nationality, stateless persons, Russians and holders of ‘Nansen passports’”* were all precluded. So was anyone who could not provide “valid reasons” for coming to Portugal, anyone who was unlikely to be able to freely return to their home country, and anyone who did not seem to have adequate means to support themselves. The final category was stark: “Jews expelled from the countries of their nationality or from whence they came.” Thus Circular 14 covered those very refugees for whom passage through Portugal was a matter of life and death.

The prior-approval requirement in Circular 14 was included to ensure that it would be almost impossible for those to whom it applied to be admitted into Portugal in the event of a true refugee crisis, as there would never be enough time to gain advance permission from Lisbon. In this way its drafters had created a powerful mechanism by which the government could block visas entirely or allow their issuance to become moot simply by delaying their response, or even refusing to answer. In the event of a flood of asylum seekers, control over who got into Portugal would stay firmly with the Foreign Ministry.

Sousa Mendes first experienced the challenges of Circular 14 when an Austrian Jewish professor from the University of Vienna, Arnold Wiznitzer, requested a visa in November. Twice, Sousa Mendes telegrammed the ministry for instructions. Twice he heard nothing back. Knowing that Wiznitzer would be interned and separated from his wife and son if he could not leave France, Sousa Mendes issued his visa anyway. “I considered that it was a duty of basic humanity to spare them such an ordeal,” he wrote later. The fact that Wiznitzer was Jewish and stateless was not relevant to Sousa Mendes. “A university professor can in no way be regarded as undesirable,” he declared, despite the fact that, as the ministry reminded him in a telegram sent in January, Circular 14 took a different view. He defended himself by saying, “Harmonizing these instructions with the extraordinary and sometimes imperative circumstances of each concrete case was the wish of this functionary who only wishes to do right.”

A similar story played out the following February, when Eduardo de Neira Laporte, a Barcelonian professor fleeing Franco, requested a transit visa through Lisbon to Bolivia, which had offered him refuge. Again, Sousa Mendes cabled home for instructions. Again, he received no response. On March 1 the panicked professor returned to the consulate, now in danger of missing his connection in Lisbon. Once again, without approval, Sousa Mendes issued the visa. When he finally received notice, ten days later, that the visa request had been denied, Neira Laporte was already in Lisbon, where he embarked for South America the next day.

In response, the secretary general of the Foreign Ministry, Luis Teixeira de Sampaio, one of Salazar’s closest aides, sent a sharp reprimand to Sousa Mendes. “Any new fault or infraction in this regard will be considered disobedience,” he warned, “and will entail disciplinary proceedings where it will have to be taken into account that you have repeatedly committed acts that merit warnings and reprimands.” Sousa Mendes wrote to his brother, “The Portuguese Stalin decided to pounce on me like a wild beast. I hope that will be the end of the matter, but I can’t rule out another attack. I’ve no problem with my conscience.”

In mid-May 1940 the Nazi blitzkrieg began sweeping through Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, and the Ardennes Forest into France. Now, in Bordeaux as elsewhere, fear and confusion were everywhere. Tens of thousands descended on the city on trains, in cars, on bicycles, even on foot. Hotels, restaurants, and cafés were overwhelmed. Refugees slept in automobiles, on benches, even in the train station. Crowds began to form at the Portuguese consulate.

Once again Sousa Mendes cabled Lisbon for instructions. The response: enforce Circular 14. As the numbers seeking visas escalated everywhere, Salazar himself telegraphed the diplomatic corps: “Visas to clean people only with a ticket on a ship out of Lisbon. No visas to Russians or Czechs, and under any circumstances, no visas to Jews.” The Policia de Vigilância e de Defesa do Estado (PVDE), Salazar’s secret police, requested that all consulates “check thoroughly if those that request to emigrate are Jews in order to prevent people of that kind arriving in Portugal.”

* * *


Germany had invaded France three times in seventy years. Each time, Bordeaux had become the French nation’s temporary capital. On June 14 Paris fell, and the next day the motorcade carrying prime minister Paul Reynaud and the rest of the nation’s leaders crossed the Pont de Pierre. The government was in its final stages. Winston Churchill had flown to Tours the day before to convince the French to stay in the fight, to no avail.

Marshal Philippe Pétain, Pierre Laval, and Maxime Weygand, the notorious French collaborators, would be in power by the weekend. They began negotiations for an armistice that would effectively hand France over to the Nazis, dividing the country into a directly occupied zone in the north and a “free” zone in the south, administered by a collaborationist government in the spa town of Vichy in the center of the country. Recently appointed minister of war Charles de Gaulle, who had checked into the Hotel Majestic just a stone’s throw from Sousa Mendes’s consulate, would flee two days later for London to found the Free French Forces and begin the long struggle to reclaim France from fascism.

Sousa Mendes had been sensitive to the plight of the Jews since his days in Antwerp. Now he became more and more tortured by what he saw. One day he drove along the Garonne and got out at the Great Synagogue of Bordeaux, located off the Pont de Pierre just west of the city’s Gothic Basilique Saint-Michel. The synagogue had seating capacity for fifteen hundred congregants, making it the largest in France and one of the biggest in Europe. Now Jewish refugees crowded in the courtyard in front of its stately facade, beneath its cornice topped with the Ten Commandments. It was there, in the crowd, that Sousa Mendes met Chaim Kruger, a young red-haired Polish rabbi who had fled with his family from Belgium and joined the thousands of Jews camped in the square. With a long beard and black hat, Kruger looked much older than his thirty-five years. Like all the refugees, he was desperately hoping to get papers to reach safety. Sousa Mendes invited him to bring his wife and six children to the consulate, where he would endeavor to obtain visas for them. And he inquired of the rabbi where he would spend the night.

“Why, in the street, of course, like all the others,” Kruger told him in fluent French.

Sousa Mendes offered to let them stay in his apartment, which was largely empty at this point. There the two men talked late into the night, and Sousa Mendes confided to Kruger that, while a devout Catholic, he was, like many Portuguese, a descendent of Jews who had been forced to convert during the Inquisition. For his part, Kruger told the story of his original flight from his native Poland to Belgium, where life for Jews had been good until the German invasion. Their lives were now once again in jeopardy.

“No Jew is safe as long as the Nazis are in control,” Kruger told him. “If we should be trapped here, I don’t know what would happen to us.”

Over the course of a week, Sousa Mendes submitted requests for thirty visas for refugees, including the Kruger family. In most cases they were met with silence, freezing the effort. The request for the Krugers, however, was actually denied on June 13, the day Paris was declared an open city.

Despite the rejection, Sousa Mendes told the rabbi that he would do everything in his power to issue the visas for his family. Kruger was grateful but told him he could not accept visas just for himself and leave the others behind. “It’s not just me that needs help,” the rabbi told him, “but all my fellow Jews who are in danger of their lives.”

The rabbi’s words hit the consul like a thunderbolt. “All of a sudden my father seemed terribly weary, as though he had been struck down by a violent disease,” recalled Pedro Nuno. “He just looked at us and went to bed.” For three days Sousa Mendes was confined to his room, tossing and turning, agitated as if with a fever. He did not eat or sleep. He received his colleague, the ambassador to Belgium, lying down. “The situation here is terrible,” he wrote to his brother-in-law, “and I am in bed with a severe nervous breakdown.”

Sousa Mendes’s nephew César, his twin brother’s son and namesake, had been living in the nearby town of Saint-Jean-de-Luz, studying with the violin virtuoso Jacques Thibaud, but with the invasion spreading “panic and terror” everywhere, had decided to come help his uncle with the crisis. He arrived the next day and was immediately horrified by the scenes of the frightened people in Bordeaux. As he approached the consulate, he was swept up in a large crowd of refugees, which grew larger and larger as he approached the building.

“There were lots of old and sick people,” he later wrote, “pregnant women who did not feel well, people who had seen, powerless to defend themselves, their relatives die on the highways killed by the machine-guns firing from planes.” All of them “wanted desperately to get visas to go to Portugal.” Sousa Mendes’s son Pedro Nuno tried to calm the refugees as he passed them, assuring them his father would help. “I am sure there will be no difference between what I saw and hell,” he remarked.

Outside the consulate, uniformed French guards with bayonets tried to keep a semblance of order, but the consul’s hospitality did not permit much of it. For several weeks the entire building, including the offices and living quarters, had been crammed with refugees sleeping on chairs, on the floor, anywhere space could be found. They were, Sousa Mendes later remarked, “shipwrecked.”

Traumatized by their flight and exhausted from days of waiting, both inside and outside, the refugees looked terrible, Pedro Nuno remembered, “anguish etched on their faces.” Bordeaux was undergoing a heat wave, but many did not eat or drink, afraid to leave the line for fear of losing their places, and occasionally altercations broke out. Even a tremendous thunderstorm on June 18 could not move them from their spots in line.

After three days, Sousa Mendes arose.

“My father got up, having apparently recovered his serenity,” Pedro Nuno remembered. “He was full of punch. He washed, shaved and got dressed.” As he strode out of his bedroom, a startled Angelina asked him where he was going. “Look, Gigi,” he told her, “I heard a voice that told me to get up and give everyone visas. To all, with no exceptions. And that’s what I have decided.” He was, he told his family, compelled to act by a divine power greater than himself. “I cannot allow all of these people to die,” César recalled his uncle saying.

I have it all in my hands now, to save the many thousands of persons who have come from everywhere in Europe in the hope of finding sanctuary in Portugal. They are all human beings, and their status in life, their religion or color, are altogether immaterial to me. Furthermore, the clauses of the constitution of my country relative to such cases as the present say that under no circumstances shall the religion or political belief of a foreigner bar him from seeking refuge in Portuguese territory. I am a Christian and, as such, believe that it is not for me to let these refugees perish. A large number of them are Jews.

Sousa Mendes then loudly addressed the refugees. “From now on, I am going to issue a visa to anyone who asks for it—regardless of whether or not he can pay.” He paused for a moment and looked at Angelina. “I know that Mrs. de Sousa Mendes agrees with me,” he said, “and I feel certain that my children will understand and not hold it against me if, by giving a visa to each and every refugee, I am discharged tomorrow from my duties for having acted contrary to orders which, in my estimate, are vile and unjust.” It was a defining moment in his life. “I would rather stand with God against man,” he declared to the crowd, “than with man against God.”

And with that, he set to work.

Rabbi Kruger collected the passports of the Jews in the synagogue’s square. They were stamped with visas, and Sousa Mendes signed them all. He then proceeded to sign every other passport put in front of him, with no questions asked about the bearer’s religion, national origin, or ethnicity. Moving a low coffee table in front of a couch in his office, he set up a veritable assembly line. José António, Pedro Nuno, César, and Rabbi Kruger prepared the passports and visas for signature and shuttled up and down the stairs with bags filled with papers.

Sousa Mendes’s deputy, thirty-two-year-old José Seabra, dutifully rubber-stamped the paperwork and kept a detailed ledger in beautiful handwriting of the papers issued, but he was not sanguine about the turn of events. A small bespectacled man, polite to a fault, Seabra was highly respectful of the consul but terrified of breaking the rules.

“For the sake of your wife and children, please stop!” he begged. “You’re ruining your life and that of your family.”

Other local consulates had slammed their doors. By one account, the American consulate informed applicants that a visa would take five years to process. “It is a fantastic commentary
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