Remembering the Holocaust Through Wisconsin’s Survivors

Understanding witness testimony in terms of the Holocaust is a challenging subject for a variety of reasons; however, this research will focus on the most prominent, that of the heterogeneity of the Holocaust experience rather than that of the homogeneous one that is so readily available in the mainstream. The meaning of a heterogenous Holocaust experience is that there is no simple one experience that defines all survivor and witness experiences, as each is entirely unique. Keeping this in mind, this paper analyses the testimonies of Chana Comins, Louis Koplin, born Ludwig Kopolowitz, Manfred Swarsensky, and William Applegate, conducted by the Wisconsin Historical Society in 1980. 
Questions that will be considered are: what were the similarities and differences of each testimony, what challenges they faced, what can be gained from oral testimony, and finally, what did these survivors add to the overall knowledge of Holocaust history and Jews in Wisconsin? It will be demonstrated in the pages that follow how experiences had both similarities and differences, that the challenges faced by the survivors ranged from the threat of loss of life to extreme famine to losing family members that oral testimony contains an added dimension of emotion to the retelling of the Holocaust experience. These interviews further strengthen the argument that the Holocaust experience varies greatly and is heterogeneous. If we are not careful, we will form the narrative of the homogenous Holocaust through the rejection or loss of witness testimony that does not conform to a given narrative rather than allow the story to be told.

In comparing the experiences of Chana Comins, Louis Koplin, born Ludwig Kopolowitz, Manfred Swarsensky, and William Applegate, we find similarities and significant differences relative to their gender and societal station. The testimony that diverges most from the others is that of William Applegate, a New Jersey-born Jew whose experience of the Holocaust was that of the Liberator. Applegate’s experience in Germany was in the station of a United States Army officer, where he led a unit through the liberation of multiple camps, including those in Dachau. Before he left for Germany, he agreed with many other American Jews at the time that he was a skeptic. He didn’t entirely believe what was going on as it was going on in Germany, at least in terms of the sheer scale and what was being portrayed in the media (Applegate, Video 1, 27:00). 
When Applegate arrived in Germany, his experience escalated quickly but not without peculiarities. The first labor camp encountered by Applegate held prisoners who were well-fed, not emaciated, and looked healthy and clean but were prisoners, nonetheless. Applegate and his unit breached the compound and set the inmates free, but not before encountering an American woman overseeing the camp who spoke perfect English; she tried to stop Applegate, stating that these were her prisoners and that she was authorized to run this camp. Applegate told her she would have to take it up with leadership as it was not his concern; liberation was his concern (Applegate, Video 1, 20:30). As Applegate got deeper into Germany, he encountered camps with more and more emaciated prisoners who were wandering around after being released before his arrival (Applegate, Video 1, 22:20). When asked if the inmates were Jewish, Applegate stated multiple times that the prisoners varied greatly. The population was not primarily Jewish, but all walks of life, races, and religions, making multiple careful references to the inmates or labor workers of varying heritage (Applegate, Video 2, 29:35).
Applegate’s time in Germany coincided with the end of the war, during which he and a couple of other members of his unit took a jeep into Dachau to see the newly liberated crematorium, as he was still slightly skeptical of the scale of the atrocities. However, when he arrived at the crematorium, he remembered it as being one of the most revolting things he had ever seen (Applegate, Video 2, 03:00). Applegate had inspected the showers, the furnace in which bodies were disposed of, and while there, bore witness to mutilated bodies overflowing from a train near the crematorium which had been waiting to be burned. Again, Applegate pointed out when asked if the bodies were Jewish pointed out that there was simply no way to tell and believed they were both Jewish and non-Jew.
Applegate’s testimony begins to converge with the other testimonies toward the end of his experience in Germany as he is in utter disbelief at the inactivity of intervention of the inhabitants of Germany surrounding the death camp and is perplexed as to how they could not smell the bodies in the crematorium if they had burned at the scale he was told. Applegate was also deeply disturbed that nobody bothered to ask questions about the trains coming in and out, overflowing with dead bodies, and believes that the people of Germany are attempting to drown out such a dark memory when, in reality, there needs to be personal accountability (Applegate, Video 3, 10:43). As will be seen in the following testimonies, this is a common thread connecting Applegate to the other survivors.
The Wisconsin Historical Society gathered only William Applegate's testimony regarding Jewish liberators; the others were survivors. Louis Koplin, Manfred Swarsensky, and Chana Comins all have survivor testimonies that more closely align with one another; however, they are not without their differences. 
	The testimony of Louis Koplin is unique as it deeply inspects the rift between the Czech and Hungarian governments, leading to the collaboration of Hungary with Germany, with Nationalist sentiments and fears of assimilation at the forefront (Koplin, Video 3, 8:30, 12:00). Koplin also went into great detail about the rift of Zionism and how traditional Hasidic Jewish culture viewed both Zionism and the Gymnasium (A Zionist youth program) as an abomination (Koplin, Video 2, 8:55). Additionally, women were not allowed to attend the Gymnasium. They were forced to acquire their education at home. Koplin personally taught his sisters Hebrew (Koplin, Video 2, 7:55).
	As time went on, neither the Jewish public nor the local governments knew how to handle the Zionist Gymnasiums; however, with the rise of Hitler and the growing threat of antisemitism, conditions began to be set for Jews (Koplin, Video 3, 23:30). At the same time, there had been rumors of Hitler’s threats. About what had happened to Jews in Germany, however, there was an air of disbelief (Koplin, Video 3, 14:25). But not long after the threats, Hungarian forces occupied Czechoslovakia, and that is when the threat became reality. When occupation occurred, first, the women and children were separated from the men who had been conscripted into the military at various levels, with Jews not being able to take up combat roles (Koplin, Video 3, 23:30). Jews were separated by trade, with Koplin fulfilling the role as a cobbler. Less fortunate Jews who lacked tangible trade contributing to the war effort were transferred to far more harsh labor units, which often meant death (Koplin, Video 4, 28:00). Rations had been fixed for all individuals in the labor camps with those in trades receiving more generosity than those in the roles of labor. 
	One of the most stinking similarities between Koplin’s testimony and all others is how individual strangers in the labor and concentration camps often provided help and ranged from SS officers, other Jews, and non-Jewish individuals interacting with the labor camps or the inmates (Koplin, Video 5, 9:30). Another similarity addressed by Koplin is how the prisoners were moved to Austria, again using cattle cars which had been employed so many times during the Holocaust (Koplin, Video 5, 18:15). At this point, the worst had begun to come out in individuals and families and prisoners had fought one another for scraps of food as the situation brought the worst out in everyone (Koplin, Video 6, 12:00). Koplin also speaks of forms of communication used by inmates as they were transferred to other camps, specifically using wall writing (Koplin, Video 7, 27:30). Koplin used scenarios like these to look for his sister but to no avail; however, upon a shaky liberation, Koplin found a shred of newspaper with recently liberated individuals and found his sister’s name at the top (Koplin, Video 7, 15:30). Koplin had reconnected with his sister and eventually immigrated to the United States, finding his way to Madison, Wi. While in Wisconsin, Koplin had children, and he would prefer them to marry other Jews as if they did not; he would feel his entire survival was for nothing (Koplin, Video 11, 27:00). When further asked if the events of the Holocaust have shaken his faith, Koplin says he does not. Still, he understands that God works on a cosmic level and isn’t necessarily concerned with our individual lives here on earth (Koplin, Video 12, 4:00).
	The testimony of Manfred Swarsensky shed light on the occurrences on the eve of the Holocaust when he was living in Berlin at the time. Swarsensky has a unique perspective as he starts his Holocaust testimony by stating that both Jews and non-Jews were perpetrators of the Holocaust and explicitly addresses Mr. Kareski as “the horrible Jew” who sought to collaborate with the Gestapo to drive Jews to Palestine (Swarsensky, Video 18, 1:00). However, even with this in mind, he makes sure to point out that Berlin was not a flashpoint in the early war period like the rest of Germany (Swarsensky, Video 18, 8:30). However, when the Nuremberg laws were enacted. The ghettoization occurred, and individuals sought to immigrate to Palestine, America, or other parts of Europe to avoid persecution (Swarsensky, Video 18, 24:00). Swarsensky, as a chief rabbi in Berlin watching the destruction of the synagogues, could not outright leave as he felt he'd be abandoning his people. However, this led to his eventual capture and transfer to the Oranienburg camp, in which he and others were subject to daily abuse and harassment (Swarsensky, Video 21, 02:00). His role with the other laborers in Oranienburg was to construct munition plants (Swarsensky, Video 21, 12:00). Again, Swarsensky points out how Jews plaid a significant role as the guards in this facility with Jews selecting other Jews for deportation to the harsher concentration camps (Swarsensky, Video 21, 21:00). Ultimately, Swarsensky addresses the fact that Hitler’s persecution affected both Jews and non-Jews equally and rarely discriminated in the reflection of their rath. 
	The final survivor testimony investigated is that of Chana Comins, born in Stephan, Poland, in 1918. She begins her testimony with the swift Nazi occupation of Stephan in which the men and women were immediately separated, and killing had started on the spot, further sorting the weak and elderly from the others (Comins, Video 1, 5:25-7:20). After this torturous experience, she was told to gather a single pillow and blanket for their journey in which she departed with her mother and daughter by horse and buggy (Comins, Video 1, 8:30). Upon arriving to their destination, the sick was immediately disposed of, and the remaining prisoners were given special uniforms (Comins, Video 1, 13:00). Daily rations were set at one cup of water and one slice of bread two times a day (Comins, Video 1, 15:00). Comins could not bear the stress and wanted to leave her daughter and mother behind; however, her mother convinced her to stay with the family (Comins, Video 1, 18:00). The atrocities witnessed in the camp of inmates killing each other, Jews killing each other for food was too much for her to bare (Comins, Video 2, 11:30). During transfer to another camp, she had convinced the SS to allow her to seek water at an abandoned farm along the way in which she made her escape into the woods with her daughter (Comins, Video 1, 19:00). Comins then linked up with another group of survivors in which they lived in a cave for some time while sneaking out and stealing provisions from nearby farms (Comins, Video 2, 2:00).
Eventually, she encountered families that knew her father and family and harbored and fed both Chana and Sally; they faced several close calls with the SS, but each time, survived the encounter (Comins, Video 2, 7:00). Comins and her daughter relied heavily on the compassion of non-Jews throughout her time surviving on the run with the polish families sometimes paying the ultimate price through loss of life and burning of farms (Comins, Video 2, 22:00). She kept this up until the war had ended and found herself in a Jewish refugee camp (Comins, Video 2, 17:00). It was in one of these camps where ran into her husband purely by chance, her husband who had survived by joining the Russian military forces after the liberation of his camp (Comins, Video 2, 18:30).
	After the war, she sought to immigrate, going through a lengthy screening process in which she ended up in New York and eventually Madison, WI (Comins, Video 3, 11:00-15:00). Comins and her family had been living in extreme poverty in Wisconsin and had not much hope left after her husband had broken his back through a strenuous work, forcing him to leave. On a Sunday morning, they decided to get coffee and forget about their problems just for a moment; however, while at the café, the German owner had said she had heard about Comins and her husband through Rabbi Swarsensky, who had asked the German woman to help them out if she could. Comins began to work and support herself for over 16 years (Comins, Video 3, 19:00). Around the same time, Comins’ husband started working at Oscar Meyer and had for 23 years (Comins, Video 3, 24:00-26:00).
	When Comins was asked about how she felt about her children marrying non-Jews, she had been much more open-minded to the Koplin and slightly more the Swarsensky, as both men wanted their children to marry within Judaism; Comins just wanted her children to be happy, and it’s their choice (Comins, Video 5, 2:00). When asked about how her faith has changed from the time before the war and after and though she had struggles with her beliefs while in the camps, she has the same strength in her faith she started with (Comins, Video 5, 3:00). Overall, Comins experience offer us a unique perspective of that of the mother and the daughter surviving the Holocaust and her escape embodies that of the modern Holocaust perspective of resistance.
Using these oral testimonies, we can gather a deeper grasp of the events of the Holocaust that we usually cannot collect from other sources. By engaging directly with the resource and gathering the emotions the individual feels in retelling such experiences, we get an excellent capacity for an empathetic understanding of the events that unfolded. However, as Langer states, there exists a need for chronology in clearly stated memoirs, and in terms of oral testimony, there sometimes lacks chronology; however, it is up to an author to organize coherently and appropriately as it is demanded by history (Langer, P. 37). Overall, oral testimony can be far more engaging with an observer and can help to transplant them to the scene of the story.
These interviews add to our knowledge of Holocaust history by corroborating less publicized narratives often heard as rumors and only viewed briefly in Waxman’s work, such as the example of Fania Fénelon, a non-Jew who sought to stop her former friend, the Jewish Kapo Clara, from perpetuating such atrocities to no avail (Waxman, P. 126)—in the particular case of Koplin and Swarsensky, stating that the Jewish Kapos led the camps and had often gone so far as to send other Jews to their deaths. Additionally, Swarsensky and Comins' contact in securing her job with the German woman in Madison, Wisconsin, further reinforces the camaraderie shared by survivors, even when transplanted to a place such as Madison, WI.
In conclusion, even though our survivor testimonies share many similarities, they also share many differences in their experiences as men and women to the challenges of Nazi persecution, ranging from loss of life, humanity, and material possessions, adding complex psychological layers to the challenges of the Holocaust and through the oral testimonies, offering a glimpse into the emotional retelling of such events. These interviews further reinforce the idea of the Holocaust as a heterogenous event rather than experiences as a homogenous event. Each individual had encountered different difficulties, and as Waxman states in Writing the Holocaust, it is a delicate subject that must be handled with care; however, unfortunately, there is a move within Israel and the world to quite the testimonies that do not lend credence to resistance but rather are seen as pitiful attempts in which the Holocaust victims were “led like sheep to slaughter” (Waxman, P. 115). With this in mind, we must seek to create an environment where all testimony is held equally in value and perspective in an attempt not to push away stories that don’t entirely fit our perspective of the Holocaust or simply because they do not fit our cultural or societal norms.
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