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I am tremendously pleased to see all of my good friends here.  Thank you for coming to this important event in my life.  As an American who is not even fluent in German, I feel particularly honored to receive this Bundesverdienstkreuz from the President of the Federal Republic of Germany.  Furthermore, I want to thank the Consul-General and his staff for organizing this event, Temple Shalom for providing this venue, and Betty Solbjor, my assistant who for the past 16 years has made it easier for me to accomplish so much more. I especially want to thank my wife, Judy who has been a constant source of support, advice and love for the past 44 years.  

Although I very much appreciate being recognized for the work I have been doing to achieve reconciliation and understanding between Germans and Jews,   my principal reward has been the gratification of seeing how these activities have impacted on the people affected.  

When I initiated the awards in Berlin, I had three objectives.  The first was to honor Germans who had done such extraordinary work on a volunteer basis to preserve the Jewish history and heritage of their own local communities.  My second objective was to have their good works recognized by their families, their communities, and their country.  My third objective was to demonstrate to Jews throughout the world that Germany today is very, very different from the Germany of Hitler’s era.  It is high time that we no longer hold a prejudice against the current Germans and appreciate them for the values they have today.   All three of my objectives have been reached,  far beyond my expectations.  

The idea for these awards arose ten years ago when my wife and I took a genealogical trip through Germany.  All four of my grandparents were born in Germany and came to the U.S. in the 19th century.   In every community visited, we found marvelous, caring individuals who had devoted significant parts of their lives to uncovering and preserving their local Jewish history. 
In one small community I was given a diskette with the names and complete information about over 90 of my relatives who lived there in the 19th century and was shown their houses. In another, I was given a 200-page book on the history of the Jews of that village, which never had more than 130 Jews, and in 1930, only 28 remained.  In the city of Fuerth I visited the old Jewish cemetery where my ancestors were buried, which had been severely desecrated during the Nazi era.   I was guided there by the woman who had completely reconstructed it through years of painstaking work  . She also prepared a comprehensive book memorializing the Holocaust victims from Fuerth using stories from friends and relatives and archival information. In the city of Augsburg I was given a copy of the marriage contract of my great grandparents and was shown the houses where they and their parents had lived over 200 years ago.     

Later, in the town of Creglingen, I was able to identify where my ancestors lived 11 generations ago (that is almost 400 years ago) as a result of a resident searching through tax records, property transfers, and wills. With the help of the community, the house at that location is now a Jewish museum. 
When I returned to the United States after that genealogical trip, I mentioned my experience to many other Jews of German descent. Almost all of us had had similar experiences. Most Germans will not accept money or gifts for the extensive help they provide; their position was that Jews had already paid too much. After my 1997 trip I felt that the tremendous amount of commitment and dedication of these individuals deserved appropriate recognition.  As an outgrowth I initiated these awards which have been given every year since the year 2000.

A lot has gone on in Germany since my four grandparents left there. At that time, they left primarily because they saw America as the land of opportunity.   Then, Germans were considered among the most cultured, highly educated and enlightened people in the world, but it only took one charismatic but unprincipled leader to get his followers to take the country down a horrible path from which they are still trying to recover emotionally after more than 60 years.  The values and actions of Germans today reflect a tolerance and respect for others, and an appreciation of the dangerous signs that can lead to a totalitarian government and the abrogation of the fundamental rights of people everywhere.  It is a new Germany, but most Americans and Jews in particular have difficulty getting beyond the horrors of the Holocaust.  

An example is the media coverage of two events occurred in Berlin a few years ago.  One event was when four or five neo-Nazis desecrated the largest Jewish cemetery in Berlin by painting swastikas and knocking over a few tombstones.  This received top coverage in almost all American newspapers and TV networks.   The other event, on the anniversary of Kristallnacht, was a rally against intolerance, anti-Semitism and fascism held in front of the Jewish headquarters in Berlin, and from there the participants marched about a mile to the Brandenburg Gate.  This rally and march was attended by over 200,000 people.  It received essentially no coverage in the American news media

Most Germans, even those that are not active in preserving their Jewish history,  have taken difficult and painful steps to recognize and respond constructively to their country’s horrible past.  Holocaust books, lectures and movies are more widely seen than in any other nation, and Holocaust education is part of the curriculum for every student.  

The nominations for the Berlin awards are made almost entirely by Jews from abroad; in the first year by chance all of the nominators of awardees were survivors.  The five awardees each year are selected by a jury of seven prominent individuals who have a keen understanding and awareness of what non-Jewish Germans have done to preserve the Jewish memory.  

The awardees are the cream of the crop; there are literally thousands of Germans who volunteer their time to preserving the German Jewish past.

 Dealing with the past is especially difficult for those whose beloved family members were or may have been perpetrators.  When Inge Franken, one of this year’s awardees, was a teenager, she discovered that her father, who had died when she was two, had been a Nazi official.  For the past two decades she has devoted much of her time to visiting schools and explaining to children the difficult problems she had in facing her family’s past.  Then she discusses the importance of making your own choice of what is right and what is wrong and not letting yourself be swayed by peer pressure or charismatic leaders.    Many of Inge’s family members were upset by their father’s Nazi background and would have liked her to have kept it secret.  However, this year, when Inge’s family saw the international recognition of Inge’s work - with the award ceremony taking place in such a symbol of power, the politicians present,  and later the newspaper article with Inge’s photo, this changed the way that Inge’s family regarded her.  Suddenly, they all saw her as a courageous German committed to the truth, a woman who did important work and changed the lives of those she touched.  Her 18-year-old grandson summarized it best when he said, “Grandma, nothing can ever top this”.     

My experience with the awards as well as my close interaction with some wonderful people in Creglingen in connection with the Jewish Museum has had a profound effect on me.  A mission of mine is to help Americans and Jews in particular understand the new Germany.  To me the prejudice against Germans today is just as intolerable as the prejudice in this country against blacks, homosexuals or women.  Receiving this award this evening encourages me to continue my efforts with even more vigor. 

