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and act. I am deeply convinced that the values of democracy, free-
dom, tolerance, and human dignity need to be fostered more and
that their defence must be promoted.

“Mauthausen is for the flag, Gusen is for the heart”
The annual commemoration at Gusen attracts great numbers

of people from all over the world; this is apparently due to the
warm welcome they receive and the atmosphere of togetherness
they experience, which once made a Polish survivor spontane-
ously exclaim: “Mauthausen is for the flag, Gusen is for the heart!”
In contrast to the traditional commemoration at Mauthausen, which
is scheduled on the Sunday closest to the date of liberation, May
5, and which usually receives media attention, in Gusen there is a
parade of separate national groups headed by their flags. There
is no monolingual program, br t54multilingual presentation of
speeches, and translations are provided in a program folder to
guarantee a high degree of mutual understanding.

Even in the first years of the Gusen Commemoration
Committee’s existence it has become evident that there is not only
a need for a language bridge br t5also for a bridge connecting
different generations. On the one hand there are the survivors, all
of them of an advanced age, who are the special guests of honor
and whose message is of central importance: “Never forget what
happened here. Do not fall for political agitators again. Focus on
what you have in common and not on what separates you. Live in
peace.” On the other hand, there are so many young people from
Austria as well as from abroad who show an enormous interest in
the event and make a significant contribrtion to commemoration.
Considering the age of the survivors, we have to face the fact that
the next generation will soon have to carry on the memory into
the future. Involving young people and giving them a chance to
express themselves seems advisable.

I teach high school and for years I have invited one of my
classes to participate actively in the commemoration ceremony at
Gusen. The invitation has always been met with great enthusiasm
and an explicit readiness to cooperate. Presenting speeches that
have been written by students in German, English, French, Ital-
ian, Spanish, and Polish to such a big international audience and
distribrting roses to survivors is considered a great honor by these
young Austrians.

The following message was prepared for the 2004 commemo-
ration:

Weaving webs

My name is Anna, I am 18, and this is the third time I
have taken part in the commemoration at Gusen. I
am fascinated by the atmosphere of this event.

I feel that despite our national differences we are con-
nected by our common recollection of a sad chapter
of European history. It seems as if together we have
woven an invisible web of friendship at this place.

Our web is made of our determination to do every-
thing in order to prevent a repetition of the past.

Our web is made of our promise not to forget.

Our web is made of the memory of righteous people
who acted humanely in that hell of hells and even
helped others to survive, like the Austrian priest

Johann Gruber. They show clearly that man always
has a choice, either to take the path of good or of evil.

In all those years we have met survivors personally.
We had the chance to hear their stories. I wonder what
it means for you to come back to Gusen? I imagine
how, back then, your mothers were deeply worried
about Dusan, Max, Josef … , not knowing if you were
alive at all.

I admire your courage to come back to Gusen and
meet us withor t5hatred and in friendship. I am deeply
grateful for this experience.

I know your are troubled by the idea that we might
one day forget what happened to you and your com-
rades, and that man can fall into the same fatal trap
again. You are right, there is always the danger.

And still, here and now I would like to assure you
that we will not forget. The memory of you will ac-
company us through our lives and we will tell our
children and grandchildren abor t5you. I promise.

It would be naïve to believe our efforts could undo the past
and heal the wounds. The scars are deep, the family members of
Jewish survivors are forever gone, and we are powerless against
their recurrent nightmares. However, in the final stage of their
lives, survivors tell us they find comfort and peace of mind, real-
izing that their memory is not lost brt will be carried on. This is
more than we ever could expect to achieve with our dedicated
work.

And how do my students feel about their annual contribution
to the commemoration at Gusen?

I strongly disagree if people dismiss our involvement
in Gusen as a mere digging in the past. I am con-
vinced that nations that refuse to face their pasts are
condemned to repeat the awful blunders of their fore-
fathers. I’d rather avoid them. (Thomas, 18)

An event like the annual commemoration at Gusen
strengthens the people of good will and helps us make
a net of solidarity and friendship among different
nations. (Florian, 18)

When I was standing in front of the microphone and
reading my text I saw many people had tears in their
eyes. Afterwards my mum, who was also present, told
me she was enormously proud of me. (Anna, 18)

The best thing abort Gusen is that survivors come up
to us, give us a big hug and tell us how much it means
to them to hear our statements. (Verena, 17)

I just cannot believe this was our last contribution to
a commemoration ceremony as a class. I feel, this
year we were at our best and we got such a positive
feedback. I was simply overwhelmed. Next year I will
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BOOK REVIEWS

The Jewish Women of Ravensbrück Concentration Camp.
Rochelle G. Saidel. Madison: U of Wisconsin P, xvii + 268 pp.
ISBN 0-299-19860-X. Cloth. $29.95.

Transmitting untold stories of suffering and resistance into
the testimonial record on a little researched camp is an essential
task for historians of the Shoah. Writing a book on Jewish women’s
experiences that transcends an overarching narrative of victim-
ization is an admirable feat. Essential with regard to the moral
obligation that one must never forget, and admirable for its un-
blinking insights into the resilience of the human spirit and indi-
vidual acts of love and courage before the workings of a program
of dehumanization and annihilation, Rochelle Saidel’s new book
is a profound tribute to the “uncounted” Jewish victims of the
Holocaust.

Beginning in 1980 with a trip to the German Democratic
Republic and specifically a visit to the site of the Ravensbrück
women’s camp, Saidel investigated the largely undocumented
history of the camp’s Jewish inmates. Under the Soviet regime,
the camp memorial had commemorated predominantly the com-
munist prisoners (some of them Jewish, though mention of this
facet of their identities was absent) and allotted a prison cell to
each of the countries represented among the victims. Saidel re-
jected this notion of fairness once she learned of the existence of
at least one Jewish barrack on her initial visit and set to work on
uncovering the specific experiences of these women who had
been singled out for their faith. In the end, she has written into
history the memories of sixty women. Their testimony survives
despite the destroyed or repressed records of Ravensbrück’s Jew-
ish inmates, who were deported from twenty-three nations and
represented roughly twenty percent of the camp’s 132,000 pris-
oners (Saidel prefers to use these figures to original estimates of
10-13.47 percent Jewish inmates among the total 123,000 regis-
tered female prisoners).

Through personal interviews with survivors and with vic-
tims’ families, published and unpublished memoirs, and histori-
cal archives in the United States, Europe, Israel, Brazil, and
Canada, Saidel has compiled a cohesive record of the internal
organization of the work camp and its satellites, as well as
Ravensbrück’s place within the network of Nazi camps and pro-
grams of slave labor, medical experimentation, sterilization, and
extermination. Evidently due to the low survival rate, many of
the book’s testimonials relate the horrific experiences of the lat-
est transports of Jewish women from Hungary beginning in late
spring of 1944, or from other camps, most particularly Auschwitz.
The latter were sent on death marches to Ravensbrück in January
1945 before the advancing Soviet army, swelling the camp’s over-
crowded population to between 32,000 and 43,700, although it
was originally conceived for 5,000.

Especially given the insufficient camp records and ledgers
from the final disorganized months of the camp, these painful
narratives of victimization give way to the awesome historical
value of testimony, and while reading this book, I was reminded
of  Shoshana Felman’s written praise of Claude Lanzmann’s docu-
mentary Shoah as “the return of the voice.”  Through their re-
corded memories, the women transmit their fears, joys, struggles,
personal tragedies, and prejudices. At the same time they tell the
specifics of their experience of the Appells, work details, soup

lines, latrines, the infirmary, and all the other horrific aspects of
the camp. Their voices give contour and volume to stories of in-
credible stamina, relative good fortune, or mental breakdown, sto-
ries also colored by their liberation—by escape, or evacuation in
one of the white buses of the Swedish Red Cross, or under the
somewhat dreaded guard of the Soviet army—and their lives fol-
lowing. Saidel sees their value to the historical record as such:
“When the testimonies of the women in this book are put together,
along with writings from non-Jewish survivors, reports on those
who did not survive, historically accepted facts, war crime trial
transcripts and Nazi documents, they serve to corroborate each
other in a way that gives us an overview.” Isolated accounts do
speak of two previously unknown incidents: one survivor recalls
entering a building where a group of young women with their
tongues cut out were making sexual gesticulations to her; another
remembers Christmas Day, 1944 when only the Jewish women
were forced out into the cold naked for inspection. Saidel reports
them as “precious information” to be preserved as evidence “un-
til proven otherwise.”

In addition to her primary goal, namely the retrieval of the
memories of the Jewish women and children who passed through
the camp or died there, Saidel identifies the various groups desig-
nated by the colored triangles sewn onto their clothing, repre-
senting their different “crimes.” Notably, she relates the moral
strength, courage, and generosity of many of the camp’s political
prisoners (German, Polish, French, Dutch, Soviet, and British),
of the Jehovah’s Witnesses, and of two French nuns. She notes
the systematic sterilization of Gypsy women, and, in her conclu-
sion, stresses the need for more research and documentation of
the experiences of “asocial” lesbian prisoners, whose memories
continue to be repressed or tarnished. Despite the ways in which
the inmates of Ravensbrück have been described throughout the
post-1945 era, Saidel avoids generalizations and, at the end of
her book, brings into focus the uniqueness of the women’s expe-
rience.

The camp’s negation of female sensibilities, maternity, and
the physical act of love, not to mention the prisoners’ fears of
nakedness, rape, forced prostitution or abortion, did not, it ap-
pears, preclude expressions of human warmth or protectiveness.
Camp “sisters” and “mothers,” many of them surrogates, assumed
the task of caring for their “families.”

Acts of resistance are traced through the lives of famously
heroic prisoners and others whose daily demonstrations of kind-
ness and individual or communal displays of creativity—from
recipe books to foreign language lessons, pictures, plays, songs,
poetry, embroidery, and carved trinkets—preserved the human
spirit and feeling of community within the camp. Olga Benário
Prestes, a German Communist, and Dr. Käthe Pick Leichter, an
Austrian Social Democrat, both of them political prisoners and
Jewish, are remembered in particular for their heroic resistance
activities, including the joint creation of a clandestine newspa-
per, the smuggling of extra bread and margarine to women in the
infirmary, and the lifting of morale through Prestes’ insistence on
personal hygiene or Leichter’s freedom songs. Despite their own
suffering, these two women’s unflinching moral courage, creativ-
ity, and personal dignity made them leaders in the various efforts
to sabotage the camp’s normal operation or, through song and
play, to mock the Nazis. These two women, commemorated

Continued on page 15














