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I Â A H ISTORY OF ANTI-SEMITISM Â 
 

_____OVERVIEW_____ 
 

Â ñThe anti-Semitic episodes from my childhood, painful though they were, were just the 
prelude to the horror that was to follow. Nothing in the experience of the European 
Jews prepared us for the destruction that was to come.ò  ___Morris Glass 

 

he roots of anti-Semitismðprejudice against Jewsðgo back to ancient times. Throughout 
history, the seeds of misunderstanding can be traced to the position of the Jews as a 
minority religious group. Often in ancient times, when government officials felt their au-

thority threatened, they found a convenient scapegoat in the Jews. Belief in one God (monothe-
ism) and refusal to accept the dominant religion set the Jews apart from others in pre-Christian 
times. At first, Christianity was seen as a Jewish sect, but this changed as Christianity 
developed and became a powerful force in the Roman Empire.  

CHRISTIANS EARLY TARGETS OF ROMAN PERSECUTION      In 63 BCE, the Romans 
conquered Jerusalem, center of the Jewish homeland. During the early period of Roman rule, 
Judaism was recognized as a legal religion, and Jews could practice their religion freely. The 
early Christians, however, were subject to Roman persecution since they were considered to be 
heretics (believers in an unacceptable faith). Once Christianity took hold and spread throughout 
the empire, and after several Jewish revolts against Roman power in the first century CE, 
Judaism became the target of Roman persecution.  

CHRISTIANITY BECOMES STATE RELIGION IN ROMAN EMPIRE     In 380 CE, the Emperor 
Theodosius I made Christianity the state religion of the Roman Empire. The Church demanded 
the conversion of the Jews because it insisted that Christianity was the only true religion. The 
power of the state made Jews outcasts when they refused to renounce their faith. They were 
denied citizenship and its rights. By the end of the fourth century, Jews had been stamped with 
one of the most damaging myths they would face. For many Christians they had become the 
ñChrist-killers,ò blamed for the death of Jesus. While the actual crucifixion of Jesus was carried 
out by the Romans, responsibility for the death of Jesus was placed on the Jews.   

NEW LAWS SET JEWS APART    The Justinian Code, compiled by scholars for the Emperor 
Justinian (527-565 CE), excluded Jews from 
all public places, prohibited Jews from giving 
evidence in lawsuits in which Christians took 
part, and forbade the reading of the Bible in 
Hebrew (only Greek or Latin were allowed). 
Church Council edicts forbade marriage be-
tween Christians and Jews and outlawed the 
conversion of Christians to Judaism in 533 CE. 
In 1215, the Fourth Lateran Council stamped 
the Jews as a people apart through its decree 
that Jews were to wear special clothes and 
markings to distinguish them from Christians. 
Although the Church passed four decrees 
concerning Jews, it was up to individual states 
to impose the new decrees. Some rulers 
willingly accepted the restrictions while others 
did not.   

T 

 
ñBurning of the Jews,ò woodcut, 1493, depicting the massacre of Jews 
accused of using Christian blood in their rituals (ñblood libelò) 
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The Council of Basel (1431-43) established the concept of physical separation in cities with 
ghettos. It decreed that Jews were to live in separate communities, isolated from Christians 
except for reasons of business. Jews were not allowed to go to universities. They were required 
to attend Christian church sermons.   

RELIGIOUS MINORITIES HARSHLY TREATED IN THE MIDDLE AGES        In Europe, during 
the Middle Agesðfrom 500 to about 1450 CEðall religious nonconformists were harshly treated 
by ruling authorities. Heresyðholding an opinion contrary to Church doctrineðwas a crime 
punishable by death. Jews were seen as a threat to established religion. As the most con-
spicuous non-conforming group, they were often attacked. At times it was easy for ruthless 
leaders to convince their largely uneducated followers that all ñnonbelieversò must be killed. 
Sometimes the leaders of the Church aided the persecutions. At other times, the Pope and 
bishops protected Jews. 

CRUSADES        The Crusades, which began in 1096, led to increased persecution of Jews. 
Religious fervor reached fever pitch as the Crusaders made their way across Europe toward the 
Holy Land. Although anger was originally focused on the Muslims controlling Palestine, some of 
this intense feeling was redirected toward the European Jewish communities through which the 
Crusaders passed. Massacres of Jews occurred in many cities on the route to Jerusalem. In the 
seven-month period from January to July 1096, approximately one fourth to one third of the 
Jewish population in Germany and France, around 12,000 people, was killed. These persecu-
tions caused many Jews to leave western Europe for the relative safety of eastern Europe.  

MANY OCCUPATIONS CLOSED TO JEWS     In western and southern Europe, Jews could 
not become farmers because they were forbidden to own land. Land ownership required the 
taking of a Christian oath. Gradually more and more occupations were closed to them, 
particularly commerce guilds [business and merchant groups]. There were only a few ways for 
Jews to make a living. Since Christians believed lending money and charging interest on itð
usuryðwas a sin, Jews were able to take on that profession. It was a job no one else wanted. It 
also provided Jews with portable wealth if they were expelled from a region or nation.   

BLACK DEATH LEADS TO SCAPE-
GOATING   The Black Death, or 
bubonic plague, led to intense reli-
gious scapegoating in western Eu-
rope. It is estimated that between 
1348 and 1350 the epidemic killed 
one third of Europeôs population, per-
haps as many as 25 million people. 
Many people believed the plague to 
be Godôs punishment for their sins. 
For others, the plague could only be 
explained as the work of demons; this 
group chose as their scapegoat peo-
ple who were already unpopular in 
the community. Because Jews fol-
lowed religious laws of hygiene (inclu-
ding not drinking from public wells), 
they tended to suffer less from the plague than their Christian neighbors. Yet rumors spread that 
the plague was caused by the Jews who had poisoned wells and food. The worst massacre of 
Jews in Europe before Hitlerôs rise to power occurred at this time. For two years, a violent wave 
of attacks against Jews swept over Europe. Tens of thousands were killed by their terrified 
neighbors despite the fact that many Jews also died of the plague.  

 
Pogrom in the Jewish ghetto of Frankfurt, Germany, 1614 



3 

Not only were Jews blamed for the Black Death, but they 
were also accused of murdering Christians, especially 
children, in order to use their blood during religious cere-
monies. The ñblood libel,ò or ritual murder, as it is known, 
can be traced back to Norwich, England, where around 
1150 two clergymen charged that the murder of a Christian 
boy was part of a Jewish plot to kill Christians. Despite the 
fact that the boy was probably killed by an outlaw, the myth 
persisted. Murdering Jews was also justified with other 
reasons. Jews were said to desecrate churches and to be 
disloyal to rulers. Those who tried to protect Jews were 
ignored or persecuted themselves.   

EXPELLED FROM WESTERN EUROPE     By the end of 
the Middle Ages, fear and superstition had created a deep 
rift between Jews and Christians. As European peoples 
began to think of themselves as belonging to a nation, 
Jews again became ñoutsiders,ò expelled from England in 
1290, from France in 1306 and 1394, and from parts of 
Germany in the 1300s and 1400s. They were not legally 
allowed in England until the mid-1600s and in France until 
the 1790s after the French Revolution. 

GOLDEN AGE AND INQUISITION IN SPAIN       Unlike 
Jews in other parts of western Europe, the Jews of Spain 
enjoyed a golden age of political influence and religious 
tolerance from the 11th to the 14th centuries. However, in 
the wave of intense national excitement that followed the 
Spanish conquest of Granada in 1492, both Jews and 
Muslims were expelled from Spain after the unification of 
Spain under Ferdinand and Isabella. Unification had been 
aided by the Catholic Church which, through the In-
quisition, had insisted on religious conformity. Loyalty to 
country became equated with absolute commitment to 
Christianity. From 1478 to 1765, the Church-led Inquisition 
burned thousands of Jews at the stake for their religious 
beliefs.   

PROTESTANT REFORMATION            The Protestant Reformation, which split Christianity into 
different branches in the 16th century, did little to reduce anti-Semitism. Martin Luther, who led 
the Reformation, was deeply disappointed by the refusal of the Jews to accept his approach to 
Christianity. He referred to Jews as ñpoisonous bitter wormsò and suggested they be banished 
from Germany or forcibly converted. In On the Jews and Their Lies, Luther advised: 

First, their synagogues or churches should be set on fire. . . Secondly, their 
homes should likewise be broken down and destroyed. . . They ought be put 
under one roof or in a stable, like gypsies. . . Thirdly, they should be deprived 
of their prayerbooks. . . Fourthly, their rabbis must be forbidden under threat 
of death to teach anymore.*  

                                                 
* Since the end of World War II, most Lutherans have denounced the views of Luther toward the Jewish people, and many Lutheran denominations 

have issued official statements condemning anti-Semitism. In 1982, for example, the Lutheran World Federation stated that ñWe Christians must 
purge ourselves of any hatred of the Jews and any sort of teaching of contempt for Judaism.ò 

 
Medieval  illustration depicting  Jews (wearing 
yellow badges) being burned at the stake 
(Schilling, Bildchronik), 1515 

 

 
Lutherôs On the Jews and Their Lies, 1543 
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SEPARATED IN GHETTOS       Religious struggles plagued the Reformation for over 100 years 
as terrible wars were waged between Catholic and Protestant monarchs. Jews played no part in 
these struggles. They had been separated completely during the Middle Ages by Church law, 
which had confined the Jews to ghettos. Many ghettos were surrounded by high walls with 
gates guarded by Christian sentries. Jews were allowed out during the daytime for business 
dealings with Christian communities, but had to be back at curfew. At night, and during Christian 
holidays, the gates were locked. The ghettos froze the way of life for the Jews because they 
were segregated and not permitted to mix freely. They established their own synagogues and 
schools and developed a life separate from the rest of the community.   

ENLIGHTENMENT AND FRANCE    In the 1700s, during the period known as the Enlighten-
ment, philosophers stressed new ideas about reason, science, progress, and the rights of indivi-
duals. Jews were allowed out of the ghetto. The French Revolution helped many western Euro-
pean Jews rise above second-class status. In 1791 an emancipation decree in France gave 
Jews full citizenship. In the early 1800s, most German states including Bavaria and Prussia, and 
many western European countries passed similar orders, but they did not eliminate their restric-
tions on Jews. By 1871, virtually all legal restrictions on Jews had been removed in Germany.   

Although this new spirit of equality spread, many Jews in the ghetto were not able to take their 
places in the ñoutside world.ò They knew very little about the world beyond the ghetto walls. 
They spoke their own language, Yiddish, and not the language of their countrymen. The outlook 
of thinkers of this period shifted from a traditional way of looking at the world, which stressed 
faith and religion, to a more modern belief in reason and the scientific laws of nature. A new 
foundation for prejudice was laid, which changed the history of anti-Semitism. Now pseudo-
scientific reasons were used to show differences between Jews and non-Jews and set them 
apart again in Europe.   

NATIONALISM IN GERMANY     In the early 1800s, strong nationalistic feelings stirred the 
peoples of Europe. Much of this feeling was a reaction against the domination of Europe by 
France in the Napoleonic Era. In Germany, many thinkers and politicians looked for ways to 
increase political unity. Impressed by the power France had under Napoleon, they began to see 
solutions to German problems in a great national Germanic state.   

The French intellectual Joseph Arthur de Gobineau was an early proponent of ñscientific 
racismòðusing pseudo-science to justify theories of racial supremacy and the ñAryan master 
race.ò Writing in the mid-1800s, Gobineau blamed the decline of civilizations on degeneration 
resulting from the interbreeding of superior and inferior racial groups. He cited the white race, or 

Metropolitan Museum of Art 

 
Jewish ghetto of Rome, 1500s (note ñPlatea iudeaò at left (Plaza of the Jews); detail of Antonio Tempesta, Plan [Map] of the City of Rome, 1593 
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Aryans as he called them, as the 
superior race from which all civili-
zations were formed. The term 
ñAryanò originally referred to peoples 
speaking Indo-European languages. 
Racist scientists distorted its mean-
ing to support ideas that pointed to 
those of German background as ex-
amples of ñracially superiorò Aryan 
stock.  

RACE REPLACES RELIGION AS 
BASIS FOR PREJUDICES        The 
word anti-Semitism first appeared in 
1873 in a book entitled The Victory 
of Judaism over Germanism by 
Wilhelm Marr. Marrôs book marked 
an important change in the history of 
anti-Semitism. In his book Marr sta-
ted that the Jews of Germany ought 
to be eliminated because they were 
members of an alien race that could 
never be fully a part of German 
society.   

ARYAN SUPERIORITY      Marrôs ideas were influenced by 
other German, French, and British thinkers who stressed dif-
ferences rather than similarities among people. Some of these 
thinkers believed that western European Caucasian Christians 
were superior to other races. Although the term Semitic refers 
to a group of languages, not to a group of people, these men 
created elaborate theories to prove the superiority of the 
Nordic or Aryan people of northern Europe and the inferiority 
of Semitic people, of Jews. Houston Stewart Chamberlain, a 
German of British descent, wrote of the superiority of the 
Germanic race and his fears of its dilution through mixture with 
inferior races. His work also stressed the incompatibility of the 
Jewish and Germanic ñraces.ò Others promoted racial theories 
based on the ideas of Sir Herbert Spencer and the Social 
Darwinists, who applied Darwinism to cultural change, pro-
posing that cultures evolve through natural selection and the 
survival of the fittest. Chamberlain argued that cultural groups 
with superior physical and mental traits would eventually 
dominate inferior groups. Some saw the struggle for racial 
purity as a battle between the ñracially superiorò Germanic 
peoples and the ñinferiorò races, including Jews.   

RUSSIA AND FRANCE IN THE LATE 1800S        In other parts of Europe, anti-Semitism took 
different forms. In Russia, massacres of Jewsðpogromsðwere ordered by the czars; in parts 
of Russia these savage attacks on Jews continued into the 20th century. In Ukraine, from 1919 
to 1921, between 100,000 and 200,000 Jews were massacred in an estimated 1300 pogroms. 
In France from 1894 to 1906, the Dreyfus Case revealed the depth of anti-Semitism in that 

USHMM/Library of Congress 

 
ñNordic Heads of All Ages and Nations,ò slide in a Nazi lecture extolling the ideal 
ñAryan,ò ca. 1936. Top row: Augustus Caesar of the Roman Empire, Prospero 
Colonna (Spanish military commander), Admiral Gaspard de Coligny of France, King 
Otto the Great of the Holy Roman Empire. Bottom row: Duke of Wellington (English 
military/political commander), King Gustav Adolf of Sweden, King Frederick the Great 
of Prussia, Charles Lindbergh (ñAmerican flyerò). 

USHMM/Hans Pauli 

 
ñThe German Face,ò Nazi eugenics poster 
depicting three ñAryan facial types,ò ca. 1935 



6 

country. Alfred Dreyfus, a Jewish captain in the French army. was falsely accused of giving 
secret information to Germany, and was convicted in two highly divisive trials. Although Dreyfus 
was cleared of all charges, the ñDreyfus Affairò brought strong anti-Jewish feelings to the 
surface in France. 

Until the late 1800s, anti-Semites had considered Jews dangerous because of their religion. 
They discriminated against Jews because of their beliefs, not because of what they were. If 
Jews converted to Christianity, resentment of them decreased. After Marrôs book and other anti-
Semitic publications appeared, Jews were thought of as a race for the first time. Being Jewish 
was no longer a question of belief, but of birth and blood. It was claimed that because Jews 
were a race, they could not change, and they were considered deeply different from everyone 
else. That single idea became the cornerstone of Nazi anti-Semitism. Under the Nazis, 
traditional Christian-based anti-Semitism would combine with pseudo-scientific racism, 
economic depression, and political instability to set the stage for the Holocaust.  

Á ðð Â Â ðð Á 
 
ONLINE RESOURCES   
 

Â Resources from the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM) 

È Anti-Semitism  encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/antisemitism 
È Video: ñEuropean Antisemitism from Its Origins to the Holocaustò (13:44) 

   www.ushmm.org/confront-antisemitism/european-antisemitism-from-its-origins-to-the-holocaust 

 È Jewish Life in Europe before the Holocaust   
   encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/jewish-life-in-europe-before-the-holocaust 

Â Resources from Facing History and Ourselves 

 È The Ancient Roots of Anti-Judaism (video: 11:26, with transcript) 
  www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/video/ancient-roots-anti-judaism 

 È The Roots and Impact of Anti-Semitism (lesson)  
   www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/teaching-holocaust-and-human-behavior/roots-and-impact-antisemitism 

Â Challenging Anti-Semitism: Myths and Facts (Anti-Defamation League, ADL) 
 È Lesson   

  www.adl.org/education/educator-resources/lesson-plans/challenging-anti-semitism-debunking-the-myths-and 

 È Text (46 pp.): Challenging Anti-Semitism: Myths and Facts 
    www.adl.org/sites/default/files/documents/assets/pdf/education-outreach/CAS-Myths-and-Facts.pdf 

Â Strategies in Facing Anti-Semitism (Yad Vashem and the Simon Wiesenthal Center) 
    www.yadvashem.org/yv/en/education/educational_materials/strategies.pdf 

 
Â     SEE the online Holocaust teaching resources recommended by North Carolina Holocaust educators.  Â 

www.ncpublicschools.org/docs/holocaust-council/resources/teachingresources.pdf 

 
.  

 

Access the valuable teaching resources of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum at 
www.ushmm.org/educators/teaching-about-the-holocaust. The museumôs offerings include 

lesson plans, teaching guidelines, online activities, interactive maps, audio and video 
collections, the Holocaust Encyclopedia, and other exemplary classroom resources. 

 

 

Access the valuable teaching resources of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum at 
www.ushmm.org/educators/teaching-about-the-holocaust. The museumôs offerings include 

lesson plans, teaching guidelines, online activities, interactive maps, audio and video 
collections, the Holocaust Encyclopedia, and other exemplary classroom resources. 
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LESSON Â ANTI-SEMITISM IN PREWAR EUROPE  

 

Á Narrative: Morris Remembers the Threat 
 

Many people think the virulent anti-Semitism that led to the Holocaust was unique to Nazi 
Germanyðthat the particular circumstances of Germanyôs defeat in World War I, the economic 
hardships of the 1920s and ô30s, Hitlerôs hatred of Jews, and his ability to channel German 
public opinion, all created a singular explosion of lethal anti-Semitism. But while the scale and 
organization of the Nazisô mass murder of the Jews and other hated groups are unprecedented, 
the history of violent anti-Semitism in Europe is not.  

Have students view and discuss the online video ñEuropean Antisemitism from Its Origins to the 
Holocaustò (13:44) from the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum, at www.ushmm.org/confront-
antisemitism/european-antisemitism-from-its-origins-to-the-holocaust. The site includes a trans-
cript and discussion questions. 

Then lead students in a discussion of the Pyramid of Hate (in Supplemental Materials). What 
levels of the pyramid have they witnessed in their school, community, and beyond? (Which have 
they done themselves, perhaps?) How have they responded? 

Introduce the North Carolina survivor whose narrative is presented here. Morris Glass was 
born in Poland in 1928, the youngest of four children in a close family within a strong Jewish 
community. While he has warm memories of childhood, he also knew the daily threat of anti-
Semitic taunts and attacksðusually accepted and even promoted by non-Jewish adults.  

Have students consider these questions as they read Morrisôs narrative. Remind them theyôre 
reading about Poland in the 1930s, when Morris was a boy in elementary school. 

 1. What anti-Semitic insults and attacks does Morris relate in his narrative? How common 
were they? How did he and his friends respond? 

 2. How did a policeman respond when asked to help a Jewish boy whoôd been beaten? How 
does Morris characterize the policemanôs response? 

 3. How is it apparent from Morrisôs narrative that most non-Jewish adults would respond the 
same as the policeman? 

 4. What guidance did Morrisôs parents give him about reacting to anti-Semitic acts? What 
advice did his father give him? How did his mother try to reassure him? 

 5. Why did Morris think the post-Olympic festival would be free of anti-Semitic attacks? What 
happened? 

 6. Why do you think Morris and his friends still felt ñproud to be citizens of Polandò despite the 
anti-Semitism they experienced?  

 7. How does Morrisôs experience reflect the history of European anti-Semitism as presented in 
the video? 

 8. Why, despite his experience with anti-Semitism in his childhood, does Morris say that ñwe 
could not have forecast or even imagined the destruction that would be visited upon usò? 

 9. How are Morrisôs experiences similar to the problem of school bullying today? How do 
schools and communities work to counter the problem? 

10. How can childhood bullying escalate to acts further up the Pyramid of Hate? How can 
communities work to stop the escalation? 

 

Á ðð Â Â ðð Á  
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ANTI-SEMITISM Â MORRIS REMEMBERS THE THREAT 
 

Born in 1928 in Pabianice, Poland, Morris Glass was the youngest of four children in a close-
knit Jewish family. While he fondly remembers his growing-up years, they were clouded by the 
rampant anti-Semitism that had prevailed in Europe for centuries. Everyday activities like 
playing soccer and going to movies carried the threat of anti-Semitic bullying and attacks. 
 

he happy times, and there were many, oc-
curred within the context of my family and 
the Jewish community. My experiences in 

the larger Gentile [non-Jewish] world were quite 
differentðit is difficult to describe the heartaches 
that I experienced as a child. Anti-Semitism was in 
the air, and I encountered it in many forms. Verbal 
taunts like ñDirty Jew,ò Christ Killer,ò and ñGo back 
to Palestineò were the most common expressions 
of anti-Semitism. But violence was also routine, 
and little children were not exempt from it. 

One of my favorite pastimes, going to the movies, 
was often spoiled by anti-Semitic actsðnames, 
threats, and beatings were common. Neverthe-
less, my friends and I looked forward to going to 
the movies every week even though our excite-
ment was tempered by fear. Often as we ap-
proached the theater we would see groups of old-
er Gentile boys waiting to bait us. We would try to 
hide our identity by taking off our hats with our 
school number emblazoned on them, and we 
would call each other by Gentile names like Valdi 
or Steffan. Despite our efforts, the Polish boys 
would still recognize us, and they would force us 
to pay them a bribe to enter the theater.  

But the worst treatment would come after the film was over. Because of this we learned to 
sense when a movie was ending, and then to move quietly toward the exit in hope of escaping 
before the Gentile boys left. Once outside, we would run away as fast as we could. Sometimes 
this strategy worked but often it didnôt. I could run fast, but others, like my friend Abraham, who 
was quite heavy and very slow, were not so fortunate. 

One time after a movie, when I was about nine or ten, some Gentile boys caught Abraham and 
beat him badly. He had blood all over him. We hurriedly wiped away the blood and ran from the 
side street where the theater was located to the main street. Here we saw a policeman. Since the 
Polish boys were still following us, we went to the policeman and told him what had happened.  

ñWho did this to you?ò he asked, and we pointed to the 
group of boys. The officer then asked them, ñWhy did 
you beat him up?ò They said, ñWell, he is a Jew boy.ò 
ñOh, well, thatôs okay,ò shrugged the officer. This was 
a response we heard or intuited many times; it was 
just the way it was growing up a Jew in Poland. 

T 

 
Morrisôs home town, Pabianice, Poland, in 1926 

 

The Mazur, a popular movie theater in Pabianice, 1926 

ñWhy did you beat him up?ò  

ñWell, he is a Jew boy.ò  

ñOh, well, thatôs okay.ò 
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Much like going to the movies, playing soccer also had its 
dangers. Whenever we played soccer, we would have one 
eye on the ball and with the other watch for Polish boys. 
When even two or three approached us, we would grab 
everything and run for our lives. We wanted to stand up to 
them, but we realized that it was hopeless; we knew that no 
one would protect us or come to our rescue. Usually, I ran 
fast enough to get away, but occasionally I was caught and 
beaten. When this happened, my mom would calmly take 
cold towels and lay them on the hurt places to lessen the 

pain. In her kind way she would try to comfort me. She would tell me that only a few individuals 
were so cruel. I wasnôt so sure that she was right. I do know that even at a very young age, I felt 
fear. It was a feeling that was reinforced many, many times. 

Running when provoked was a response which my friends and I learned from experience; it was 
also drummed into us by every adult. My dad explained that not responding was a way of 
protecting myself against greater violence. He said that if I fought back, I might be killed. We 
wanted to fight. We werenôt cowards. But we were told not to, and furthermore, we knew that no 
one would come to our rescue. So we ran awayðat the first sign of trouble, we ran as fast as we 
could. Thatôs the way I remember it, and it is something that has stayed with me the rest of my life.  

There were many more anti-Semitic episodes in my early life, but two in particular illuminate the 
pain and humiliation that I experienced. When I was nine, I wanted a real soccer ball, one made 
of leather. A ball like that cost a lot of money, so I saved and saved until finally I could buy the 
ball of my dreams. I was so happy and so proud of my beautiful new soccer ball. Unfortunately 
my happiness was short lived. One afternoon, not long after I had bought the ball, Abraham and 
I were tossing it back and forth as we walked home from school. Suddenly, one of us dropped it, 
and my precious ball rolled into the street. Before I could retrieve it, a wagon with two horses 
drove by, and I saw the driver deliberately take his whip and move the ball so that the wagon 
would run over it. My beautiful ball was crushed beneath the wagonôs wheels! The driver 
laughed and laughed; he thought it was very funny. He knew that I was Jewish. I was broken-
hearted; I cried and cried and cried. It was a small act, but it broke my young heart. 

While the destruction of my soccer ball hurt me, another incident which I cannot forget is one 
that humiliated all of the Jewish children of Pabianice. This incident was connected with a cele-
bration of the 1936 Olympics, and it illustrates how widespread and deeply embedded anti-
Semitism was. After the Olympics were over, 
some of the outstanding Polish athletes toured 
the country. Several were scheduled to come to 
Pabianice, and a huge festival was organized to 
honor them. All of the elementary students were 
asked to march and perform gymnastics during 
the celebration. We were all required to wear the 
same outfitðblack shorts, white shirts, and white 
hats.  

I was so excited to be part of such a big event, 
and, since our school was Jewish, we were very 
anxious to do ourselves proud. We practiced and 
practiced so as not to make even the smallest 
mistake; we wanted to be perfect. We took our 
performance very seriously because we knew 

In her kind way my 
mother would try to 
comfort me. She would 
tell me that only a few 
individuals were so 
cruel. I wasnôt so sure 
that she was right. 

USHMM/Sports & Tourism Museum, Warsaw, Poland 

  
Several Jewish Polish athletes competed for Poland in the 1936 
Summer Oympics in Berlin, Germany, including swimmer Lezjor 
Ilja Szrajbman and fencer Roman Kantor. Both died in the 
Majdanek concentration camp in 1943. 

 


