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			Introduction

			The Ładoś Group

			From at least the beginning of 1941 until the end of 1943, a group of Polish diplomats, led by Aleksander Ładoś, the Polish envoy in Bern, engaged in a remarkable venture. Cooperating with at least two Jewish organizations—the World Jewish Congress (WJC) and Agudat Yisrael (Hebrew: Union of Israel)—the group illegally purchased and issued passports and citizenship certificates of four South and Central American states: Paraguay, Honduras, Haiti and Peru. They used these documents with the intention of saving Jews during the war.

			Initially, the passports and certificates were sent exclusively into German-occupied Poland. In time, they became the tool for a rescue operation which was expanded to include Belgium, the Netherlands, France, Slovakia and Italy, but also German and Austrian Jews who had been stripped of their German citizenship, as well as individual citizens of other nations. The documents significantly increased the bearers’ chances of surviving the war, as they declared them to be “foreigners”. As such, those individuals would be included on lists of Jews marked for prisoner exchange, or transported as inmates to transit camps instead of extermination camps.1

			The work presented here is the first attempt to create a list of the people for whom those documents were prepared. This is done without regard to whether those individuals in question were aware of the circumstances surrounding their issuance and regardless of the later fates of their bearers. These documents—both the passports and the citizenship certificates—are conventionally referred to as “Ładoś passports”, in order to differentiate them from Latin American passports forged outside Switzerland, or those issued within Switzerland but probably without significant involvement of the Polish diplomats, such as George Mantello’s Salvadoran papers.2

			By using the names “Ładoś passports”, “Ładoś group”, or “Ładoś list”, it is assumed—and it is an assumption that has been confirmed many times by the participants of the rescue operation themselves—that the key to the success of the entire operation was the support of the Polish envoy3 Aleksander Ładoś.4 As the head of the Legation, Ładoś put himself and his diplomats at the disposal of his Jewish partners and gave them political protection. In addition, Ładoś led a significant part of the work along with at least three other Polish diplomats. Together, they began an effective diplomatic campaign to have the documents recognized by the authorities in whose name the documents had been issued. Witnesses at the time often recalled that the operation would not have been successful without Ładoś’s support,5 and he was referred to by at least one of the Jewish members of the rescue operation, as “Righteous Among the Nations” (see Document 1).
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			Document 1. Letter from Chaim Eiss to Juliusz Kühl dated 7 October 1943 in which he calls Aleksander Ładoś “Righteous Among the Nations” (copy currently located in the Polish Embassy in Bern, acquired from the Eiss family)

			Alongside Ładoś himself, the group included the deputy head of the Legation, Stefan Ryniewicz,6 Vice-Consul Konstanty Rokicki,7 attaché of the Polish Legation, Juliusz Kühl,8 and two representatives of Jewish organizations: Abraham Silberschein9 (WJC and RELICO – Committee for Relief of the War-Stricken Jewish Population, which he had founded) and Chaim Eiss10 (Agudat Yisrael).11 Based on analysis of the available documentation, it is concluded that only these six members (Eiss, Kühl, Ładoś, Rokicki, Ryniewicz and Silberschein) were apprised of the whole operation and informed of the roles played by the other members. Those outside this intimate circle often knew only that Jewish organizations were trying to “arrange” Latin American documents with the unspecified “support” of the Polish Legation.

			Unfortunately, none of the members left behind any completed memoirs which might clarify the process of forging. Aleksander Ładoś recalled an operational narrative “on Jewish issues” (see Document 2),12 but he died before he could finish his memoirs. Juliusz Kühl, whose recollections were recorded in the 1970–1980s, made no mention of the passport operation.13 No evidence of the existence of memoirs from Ryniewicz, Silberschein or Rokicki has been found, and Eiss died in October 1943 while the passport campaign was still on-going.
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			Document 2. Fragment of Ładoś’ unpublished memoirs in which he alludes to a detailed description of the passport issue (source: CAW, file no. WBBH IX.1.2.20, Pamiętniki A. Ładosia, vol. III, p. 7)

			Broader circles of insiders knew about the passports as a means of saving lives (without knowing the details of their preparation or the people engaged therein), including the Polish Legation’s encryption officer Stanisław Nahlik14 and the delegate of the Polish Minister of Labor and Social Policy Stanisław Jurkiewicz.15 Also, a few representatives of the Jewish community had some knowledge of the operation. Worthy of note among them were Isaac Sternbuch,16 who in November 1943 took the place of the recently deceased Chaim Eiss17 in the rescue operations that were then being carried out. Silberschein’s aides Alfred Szwarcbaum,18 Nathan Schwalb,19 and Nathan Eck20 were also significant. Their tasks included the distribution of passports in the ghettos and the gathering of personal data for would-be recipients. These people might be referred to as the Ładoś group’s “second circle”. They knew about the passports and who to approach in order to obtain them, but there is no evidence that they fully understood the mechanisms which lead to their creation. It is also questionable how far Fanny Hirsch, a secretary who married Abraham Silberschein in 1944, was apprised of the operation. Although she was aware of the passport issue, her lack of knowledge of the role of the Polish diplomats in their production suggests that her husband did not keep her fully informed.21

			There was also a “third circle” of those who had certain knowledge about the operation: those who received, hid and smuggled the passports without knowing where they had come from or how they had been prepared. This group includes several dozen Jewish and non-Jewish Swiss residents who were aware of the possibility of arranging documents for their friends and relatives and took the risk to acquire them and finance the operation.22 It also includes members of the Polish and Dutch resistance movements23 as well as certain individuals who were rescuing Jews in occupied Europe. It was to their addresses that the passports were sent and it was with their help that they reached the beneficiaries.24 There were also staff members in Poland’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs who led a partly successful campaign to have the documents recognized.25 The “fourth circle”, then, includes the passport recipients themselves, who had actively applied for a document and then shared their limited knowledge of the procedure with their fellows. Traces of these rumors are often found in memoirs and in post-war testimonies.26

			By May 1943, the Polish government was aware that in Berne a large operation of forging passports and other documents was taking place and supported it “out of purely humanitarian reasons.”27 Aleksander Ładoś was asked to send a list of the names of the recipients in order for effective intervention to be carried out so that the governments of those countries could be persuaded to recognize their “false” citizens. Ładoś, likely mistrustful of the secrecy of the Polish ciphers, did not accede to the request for fear of being exposed. The only list—sent by Abraham Silberschein in 1944—is incomplete.28

			Development methodology for the Ładoś List

			The objective of this research was to recreate the most complete possible scope of the Ładoś group’s work and to reconstruct a list of people who, between 1941 and 1943,29 might have come into possession of one of the documents of Paraguay, Honduras, Haiti and Peru that were forged in Switzerland. It is also important to determine how many of those people survived the war, as such data would enable preliminary conclusions to be drawn as to the efficacy and scope of the rescue operation.

			The sources for the recreated list of names include:

			1.	Recovered original passports and citizenship certificates of the four aforementioned nations issued in Bern in the years 1941–1943 or copies thereof;30

			2.	Records of passport holders in the possession of the German administration and drawn up in the years 1943–1945 either by Jewish organizations or by the authorities in the Third Reich for the planned exchange of false Latin Americans for Germans detained by the Allies;

			3.	Documents and reports written by Abraham Silberschein and Chaim Eiss and correspondence between the Polish Legation in Bern and the Polish government-in-exile;

			4.	The recorded accounts and testimonies of the survivors’ descendants, their relatives, and witnesses of the rescue operation.

			The resulting names of those who had received Latin American documents were recorded in a database with the greatest possible number of details (date of birth, place of residence, family relations). Next, enquires were made about them and their later fates at the available sources. Databases such as yadvashem.org, geni.com, ancestry.com, joodsmonument.nl, dutchjewry.org, JewishGen.org, JRI-Poland.org, ushmm.org as well as, in some individual cases, straty.pl, were consulted. The authors are aware of the shortcomings of some of the databases named above, in particular those based on certificates submitted many years post factum. Consequently, the possibility of incorrect identification or incorrect personal data of both victims and survivors cannot be excluded. To complete the effort, the entire list was also checked in the International Tracing System (ITS) database in Bad Arolsen and in the Archives of the Jewish Historical Institute in Warsaw. The list was also compared with the prisoner lists from the Auschwitz-Birkenau Nazi German extermination camp. In addition, the German-commissioned 1939 census of the Jews in Będzin,31 lists of displaced Jews in the ghettos of Sosnowiec (Środula) and Będzin (Kamionka) from 1943,32 and the municipal archives of Amsterdam33 were consulted to ensure a more accurate identification of the persons in question.

			In presenting this publication to the reader, it should be emphasized that certain places are prone to a risk of erratum. As a result of the repeated use of certain Jewish names and surnames in pre-war Poland, identification was carried out on the basis of other available data, for example family relations, cities in which a given person found him or herself during the occupation, year of birth, and so on. Whenever identification of a given person was not possible, it was similarly impossible to recreate his or her later fate. In some cases, notes made by members of the Ładoś group also lack the names of the passport owners or the names of the relatives added to documents issued for entire families. In such cases, the available data is presented with a note that the first name was not confirmed.

			The varying orthography of the same first names and surnames was a serious challenge. It must be noted that the Polish administration did not create a uniform system to resolve this issue by the time the Second World War broke out in 1939. The number of variants of the same names was also increased by the variety of dialects of the Yiddish language. The members of the Ładoś group and their colleagues and representatives themselves used varying orthographic methods in their reports and internally prepared documents. They all had different levels of competence in the Polish language. Moreover, in Silberschein’s documents (often prepared by his aides), there is a clear tendency to Germanize the names and surnames of Polish Jews, whereas the Honduran passports occasionally use their Latinized forms.

			The decision was made to unify the orthography of first names in accordance with Spis imion żydowskich [Index of Jewish names].34 It was determined that this was the only way to avoid entering the same person more than once on the list. This rule was not applied to historical figures such as Frumka Płotnicka and Tosia Altman, whose names are widely known in a form that differs from those listed in Spis imion żydowskich. No changes were made to the orthography of the names of Jews who were citizens of other countries, except to adapt any discrepancies to the requirements of transliteration into the local language (particularly German and Dutch), which were not always respected by the Jewish organizations and concentration camp authorities that drew up the original lists.

			The people on the Ładoś list were assigned the locations with which—according to the available documentation—they were connected. It is worth noting that these relationships are sometimes quite loose and coincidental. Certain members of the group used various criteria and consequently the term “location” is understood in several different ways and so is not unequivocal. In Silberschein’s reports, the word “location” refers to where a given person found themselves when they received their passport,35 whereas it is used to mean the place of birth in the specifications sent to Consul Konstanty Rokicki who issued the Paraguayan documents.36 In some cases, there are discrepancies between these data and the information from the personal files in the ITS in Bad Arolsen and on Geni.com. Each of these cases were assessed on an individual basis and the unique knowledge of researchers of specific Jewish communities was also consulted. No location is given in those cases where Silberschein’s documentation lists concentration, labor, and extermination camps such as KL Westerbork, AL Poniatowa, KL Bergen-Belsen, KL Vught, AL Trawniki, and KL Birkenau. The entire list includes only three cases in which a given person essentially came from a concentration or internment camp. These were Irene (Miriam) Lewald, born in KL Bergen-Belsen in 1944, the only child to be born at that camp and survive, and Michał Żurawin and Franklin Geller, both born in Vittel in 1944.

			The question of location was influential in suggesting the citizenship of those on the list. Names were assigned a citizenship according to the day of the outbreak of the Second World War in their countries, however in the cases of citizens of Austria and Czechoslovakia these dates were respectively March 11, 1938 and March 14, 1939, that is the eve of the dissolution of those countries, and in the case of Germany, before the NSDAP came to power.37 Each of the people whose records are located in the Bad Arolsen system were then subjected to individual verification. Assistance was provided by Dutch historians researching the Holocaust and databases in Amsterdam’s municipal archives in order to properly separate Dutch citizens from the German and Austrian Jewish refugees who had emigrated en masse to the Netherlands in the 1930s. In many cases, assigning citizenship to specific people is the result of testimonies given by their relatives or of a deeper enquiry among online resources. In several dozen cases, it was not possible to establish a person’s citizenship. It is to be noted that due to wartime migration, a given person’s citizenship and city of origin do not need to correspond.

			Another major research challenge was to trace how the Ładoś passports were used. There are cases, for example, where false marriages were concluded in order to increase the number of Jews written into the documents, as well as the taking of passports for people who had died before they had been able to collect them. 

			False marriages were a phenomenon especially in the Będzin ghetto, to which some of the documents were sent by Silberschein. Unmarried activists, usually—albeit not always—young men, were encouraged to conclude fictitious marriages in order to save more of their female comrades.38 In a similar way, passports issued to people who had passed away or had been murdered in the interim allowed other people to be saved. One example is a document issued in the name of the father of Guta Eisenzweig, which was used by Hillel Seidmann. The passport led the well-known intellectual and representative of Warsaw’s Orthodox Jews to be sent to the camp in Vittel.39 Another is Yisrael Spira, the Bluzhover rebbe, whose wife and grandson had been deported before the passport could be obtained and who passed off a woman and a child, both unrelated to him, as false members of his family, thereby helping to save them.40

			Moreover, there were also cases where the simple fact of the existence of the passports was used to mislead individual members of the German administration. This is evidenced in the history of the Lesser family from Germany who, during an exchange of prisoners, successfully convinced the SS officers in attendance that two of their relatives not named in the passport were also citizens of Paraguay.41 The authors treat this case, similarly to the cases of children born to passport owners after they had received their documents,42 as unintended albeit foreseeable results of the Ładoś passports. 

			All these cases have been highlighted in the Ładoś list with the use of an appropriate note. Where it is known, the name of the person for whom the passport was actually issued is given, along with that of the nominal owner of the document.

			A similar caveat exists when the passports were used in a manner inconsistent with their purpose, that is, not to save lives. This especially concerns two documented operations conducted in the ghettos or outside them by the occupying authorities and their collaborators: the case of Hotel Polski43 and the lesser-known provocation in the Będzin ghetto. In the spring and summer of 1943, Gestapo agents in Warsaw organized the commercial trade of Latin American passports in order to lure out Jews who were hiding in the capital following the liquidation of the ghetto.44 Most of these people are believed to have died. It is highly probable that all the victims of the provocation in Będzin also perished. Paweł Wiederman, a witness of the gradual liquidation of the ghetto, described the event of 19 June 1943 in great detail, wherein the Germans lured out the young Zionist activists in possession of passports hiding in the ghetto in Środula and then most likely murdered them in Auschwitz. This unspecified group also includes many people who hid their true identity—that is fictitious family members added to the passports.45 Indeed, only one of the victims of the provocation has been positively identified. It must be noted that the whole operation was undertaken on the exact day on which the Germans arrested and deported the head of the local Judenrat Mojżesz (Moshe) Merin, who had strongly opposed the passport campaign, and his aides to an unknown fate.46

			For the purposes of the present list, it is assumed that a passport fulfilled its purpose if it managed to save the life of a single person regardless of whether that person was its formal owner or had simply made use of the false identity.

			Number of people encompassed by the activities of the Ładoś Group

			The Ładoś list includes the holders of seven groups of documents declaring the citizenship of four countries: 

			■	Paraguay (passports, see Document 3; and citizenship certificates, see Document 4), 

			■	Honduras (passports, see Document 5; and citizenship certificates, see Document 6), 

			■	Haiti (passports, see Document 7; and citizenship certificates, see Document 8), 

			■	and Peru (passports, see Document 9). 

			In the correspondence between members of the group, the citizenship certificates appear under the cryptonym “letter”. All of the passports were purchased from the Honorary Consuls of Paraguay, Honduras and Haiti and from the Consul of Peru and at least part of the “letters” were successfully obtained free of charge. The term “Ładoś passports” refers to all of the documents mentioned above.
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			Document 3. A Paraguayan passport issued for the family of Herbert Kruskal (Archives of the Memorial and Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau archives, Chaim Eiss collection, vol. 1, ZW/Eiss/9, no. 194779)
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			Document 4. A certificate of Paraguayan citizenship issued for the Przemyślany lawyer Leon Rotfeld and his family, including his son Adam Rotfeld who would go on to become Poland’s Minister of Foreign Affairs (YVA, Dr. Abraham Silberschein Archive, Confirmations regarding protective passports (mostly from Honduras) sent to Poland and the Netherlands, file no. M20/174)
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			Document 5. A Honduran passport issued for Jan Kroll and his wife Pauline Rotenstein de Kroll (YVA, Dr. Abraham Silberschein Archive, Copies of citizenship documents and protective passports from Bolivia, Honduras, Paraguay and El Salvador which were sent to various people in Poland and other countries, file no. M.20/166)
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			Document 6. A certificate of Honduran citizenship issued for Emanuel Landau (YVA, Dr. Abraham Silberschein Archive, Copies of citizenship documents and protective passports from Bolivia, Honduras, Paraguay and El Salvador which were sent to various people in Poland and other countries, file no. M.20/166)
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			Document 7. A Haitian passport issued for Siegfried Abraham (YVA, Dr. Abraham Silberschein Archive, Copies of protective passports which were sent to people in Amsterdam, Bedzin, Sosnowiec, Warsaw and other places, file no. M.20/165)
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			Document 8. A certificate of Haitian citizenship issued for the Abraham family (YVA, Dr. Abraham Silberschein Archive, Copies of citizenship documents and protective passports from Bolivia, Honduras, Paraguay and El Salvador which were sent to various people in Poland and other countries, file no. M.20/166)
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CONSULAT GENERAL DE LA REPUBLIQUE D'HAITI
ZURICH

Au nom de la République d'Haiti
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Prions les Autorités civiles et militsires des Nations amies de la République
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