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The Whispered Shelter 

The well-worn route of Posen' s Jews to Germany's capital had already been taken by Alexander 
Jacobi and his brothers Gustav and Kwt after the First World War, drawn by a confidence in the 
liberal spirit of the Weimar Repuhlic, that concealed interlude between the Hohenzollern and 
Hitler. Theirs was a search for a more prosperous future than the one they could expect in small­
town Schonlanke. Yet each of the Jacobi brothers chose a different option when a future in the 
country they had once called their Vaterland became questionable. Kurt, the eldest, together with 
wife and two young sons foresaw the looming catastrophe and chose an exit to Shanghai in 193 7, 
at a time when not enough Jews were cognizant of such option of escape. Neither Alexander with 
his family nor his brother Gustav with his wife were ready yet to follow in those footsteps to 
uncertainty in Asia. Their self-confidence, that of highly assimilated German Jews, was a weighty 
reason to either reject or postpone emigration altogether. In time, living from one moment of hope 
to the next seemed to have become their way of dealing with never before experienced 
circumstances. 

Jacobi family 
By 1940 when, as later statistics reveal, a quarter million German Jews had chosen to leave the 
land whose regime 'disappeared her citizens.' Years of fear-the promulgation of a profusion of 
anti-Jewish decrees, harassments, spontaneous street arrests of Jews and politically undesirables, 
events that had followed the Nazis' 1933 boycott of Jewish stores and the book-burning-lay 
behind them. Having been swindled out of their livelihood by the state and economically ruined 
after Aryanization-the forcible sale of shares, properties and their once prosperous leather store 
in Berlin to Aryans (non-Jews}--the Jacobis were obligated to join the thousands of Jews who had 
become dependent on charity from the Reichsvertretung der Juden in Deutschland, the former 
Hilfsverein. 565 Both brothers, Alexander and Gustav, now resigned themselves to the fact that 
searching for an escape route from the nightmare was in vain . Ever since the mass deportations 
began on 18 October 1941 they belonged to the thousands who lived in constant fear of receiving 
their 'final notice to appear forthwith' at one or other of Berlin 's Sammelstellen--dedicated 
collection locales for Jews awaiting deportation-where rumours of 'evacuations with no return' 
was rife; 'Resettlement' was soon to enter the vernacular. 

Alexander Jacobi's younger brother Gustav together with his wife Margarete became two of 
the eight thousand Berlin Jews caught in the dragnet of 27/28 February 1943, euphemistically 
known as the Fabrikaktion. Separately they were deported to Auschwitz within the following 
week. Yet, Goebbels' fanatical vision of making the capital Judenrein by 1943 was never realized. 

Countless tests of the human spirit, brought on by the trauma of emigration, matched the art of 
' survival in plain sight,' the tactic applied by Alfred Weile in Holland. Untertauchen 
(submerge}--that most apposite idiomatic German expression, spoken softly among desperate 
Jews once Jewish emigration was banned, at the height of Hitler's rage of hemispheric 
subjugation-so vividly articulates the paradoxical state of being seen while simultaneously 
concealed within the masses. For proverbially perceptive Jewish Berliners, being a U-Boot, a 
virtual human submarine in the parlance of the time, had become the frivolous term applied to 
anyone in desperate need to disappear from the evermore prying eyes of the regime. Typically, 

565 By late !939 almost one third of Berlin's remaining Jews, an estimated 52,000 souls, were on Jewish welfare lists, 
(funds for which were provided by the JOINT and through compulsory membership in the Reichsverrretung). 
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although by no means exclusively-this label was appended to many a Jew whose options and 
rime for escape, but not the will to survive, had literally run out. Alexander and Maria Jacobi, 
together with their two adolescent children Helmuth and Ruth, had become such ' visible 
invisibles ' in Berlin. 

Their irreversible decision in the face of insurmountable odds to ' go underground,' to choose 
camouflage as an alternative to the ever shrinking list of escape routes, took more than 
courageousness and absolute determination. From that point in time and until war' s end-having 
tom off their compulsory yellow ' badge of shame' 566-they strove to live life in spite of life, 
relying on the compassion of a non-Jewish friend , a former colleague, per chance a total stranger 
who may have shared a ration card out of kindness or pity, procured a falsified identity card, or 
offered transient shelter in a shabby summer cottage in the outer suburbs of the city away from 
prying eyes, was the fate of the faceless Jew existing in the heart of Hitler' s capital. Not unknown 
were cases of fatal attempts by desperate Jews, fraught with associations of terror and fear, who 
tried to seek temporary shelter within the warren of gravestones and mausolea of the Weissensee 
Jewish cemetery, in half-dug graves or within giant funerary monuments, remnants of Berlin' s 
Jewish glory days. If one had barely evaded the ever widening net of the Gestapo, one more trap 
opened as the regime descended to humanity ' s lowest instincts- betrayal in the disguise ofGreifer 
(literally ' snatchers'- Jewish turncoats)--men and women who had sold their souls to the devil 
by tracking down hidden Jews,56

' recruited by the Gestapo not infrequently by threat or shrewd 
promise to be spared deportation. 

Any of the above scenarios are known to have been played out and were experienced by 
thousands of ' underground Jews' in Berlin. Alexander Jacobi and his famil y were but one unit of 
the estimated five thousand Jews in Berlin who had outlived the Nazi menace.568 They survived 
against unimaginable odds, a miracle that happened, ironically, in the city that Hitler had 
envisioned as the future ' Judenreine Reich ' capital ' Germania. ' Post-war documentation revealed 
how more countless unsung ordinary Germans with a conscience helped Jews to survive in that 
metropolis than in any other German city. 

The survival history of Alexander and Maria Jacobi could have remained one of hundreds of 
thousands of heart-rending ' before and after ' accounts of testing a family' s endurance to the 
utmost. Yet a third dimens ion of their suffering was soon added to their lives-<me of becoming 
ensnared in the machinations of the Cold War. In the following segment an additional set of 
circumstances is chronicled to illuminate one more set of tribulations of Jewish survival. 

With Berlin ' s capitulation to an exhausted vanquishing Soviet military behemoth and the 
capital ' s subsequent division into four sectors- a psychologically and physically spent populace 
went about the seemingly insurmountable task of literally digging itself out of the rubble. In one of 
the few less damaged sections of the Berlin ' s American sectors- most likely in their prewar 
address in Schoneberg, Feurigstrasse 42- the Jacobi famil y had established their own small matzo 
bakery. Considering time and place, this was a more than unlikely enterprise given the miniscule 
remnant of a once bustling Jewish community. Unbeknownst to the Jacobis, the distribution of 
their baked matzah to the Jewish community in East Berlin was handled by the JOrNT, an 

566 This particul ar description of a Star of David which journalist Robert Weltsch-al ludi ng to the forced wearing of such 
identify ing marks in German lands during the Middle Ages- had urged Jews ·to wear with pride ' when his article 
(' 'Tragi ihn mit Stolz. den Gel ben Fleck") was published in Jlldische Rundschau on 4 April 1933. 

567 A not frequently mentioned topic in post-Holocaust literature, thi s was a subject so dark that it will forever cause 
particul ar revulsion to any Jew. A mercifu lly small group of Greifer in Berlin, between 1943 and 1945 estimated to 
have been no more than th irty men and women, were known to be lurking in subways, movie houses, restaurants or 
even in cemeteries where they would at times be anending the funeral of an Aryan spouse of a mixed marriage, then 
nab the survi ving Jewish partner just as the mourners were leaving for home. Ultimately many a Greifer became a 
victim of his or her own making and was placed on deportation lists as late as 1944. Others avoided detection in the 
chaos of 1945 and slipped over to the Russian sector, rarely if ever to be identified or prosecuted. 

568 Maria Jacobi and her son Helmut were listed as survivors in AUFBAU's ·Neue Berlin Liste,' p.36, 30 November 1945 . 
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arrangement that had aroused suspicion in Stalin's East German counter-espionage headquarters, 
placing Alexander Jacobi and wife at once on an inexhaustible list of suspects. Berlin had become 
the legendary epicentre of the Cold War that fuelled mistrust and decades of fear of espionage 
between the victors from the east and the those from the west. 

As scarcity and rationing of life's most essentials led to flourishing black markets in the city's 
western occupied sectors, a surprising supply of non-rationed food was available in state-run so­
called 'HO-stores' in the eastern Soviet sector of the city due to the newly established Communist 
' command economy.' West-Berliners were not prevented from and frequently did venture to the 
eastern sector to stock up on whatever essentials were available, at remarkably lower prices than in 
the west, all the while not without fearing their ' sub-human Russian' occupiers-reminders of 
years of Nazi propaganda. Simultaneously, thousands of fearful Berliners who had found 
themselves living in the Russian sector at war's end, made daring flights on foot to the west under 
cover of darkness. Phobia about leather-coated agents of the Soviet NKVD and their East German 
handlers in all parts of the city, jumping out of unmarked cars at the curb to abduct men or women 
at random, not infrequently in broad daylight, was rife-reminiscent of assaults by jackbooted 
brownshirts, the Nazi militia of the early-1930s. 

Maria Jacobi, while venturing alone to the Soviet sector on just one more 'matzah delivery 
trip' at the end of one of the most severe winters in March 194 7, fell victim to such an arbitrary 
arrest. What followed were detentions, accusations of spying for the United States, interrogations 
and, without trial, an in·evocable ten-year sentence of hard labour. Thus began Maria Jacobi's 
peregrinations. Together with forty-two other women a three-week day-and-night train trek in 
cattle cars ended preliminarily in Moscow's notorious Krasnaya Presnya prison, the heart of the 
Soviet penal system. For the following three months in unbearable summer heat, she suffered 
incarceration in overcrowded cells in the company of hundreds of criminals, in what Aleksandr 
Solzhenitsyn later called, 'the main terminus, GULAG 569 Junction,' a teaming hive of activity, 
bursting at the seams with prisoners en route to some labour camp.' Maria Jacobi's final 
destination was deemed to be Spassk,570 one of numerous women's camps within the notorious 
KarLag prison camp complex of Karaganda (Qaraghandy) in Soviet Kazakhstan. She endured the 
first four months during which she was set upon by daily interrogations. Ultimately she became 
one of the twenty-eight hundred women whose lives in forced labour, in construction, quarries and 
in the fields, became a constant, and not without ceaseless state attempts of brain washing by way 
of anti-American propaganda, ubiquitous reading material left in sleeping areas. 

Maria's husband Alexander, although fearing the worst, had never given up hope for his wife's 
safe return, yet, without receiving any sign to the contrary and plagued by rumours, he began to 
make plans to leave the increasing political insecurity of Berlin to immigrate to America with son 
and daughter; (although family lore points the time of their of emigration toward 1948, this date 
could not yet be verified). Only following several purges within the Soviet state apparatus as a 
direct result of Stalin's demise in March 1953, a choice number of amnesties cleared the way to an 
'early release' of twenty-one prisoners in December that year. Among them was a petite fifty­
seven year old Maria Jacobi, weighing a mere 53 kg, who had forfeited six years of her life-but 
outlived both Hitler and Stalin. On 30 August 1954 she was finally reunited with her husband in 
the Unites States. Arriving in New York City on board 'SIS Maasdam' from Rotterdam, in an 

569 Acronym for G/avnoe Upravlenie ispravite/'no-trudovykh LAGerei (trans!.: The Main Administration of Corrective 
Labour Camps), the perverse system that operated the Soviet forced labour camp systems through which an estimated 
eighteen million men and women passed.) 

570 32 km south of the regional capital Karaganda, industrial centre of Kazakhstan. During the 1930s a large network of 
labour camps (often referred to as KarLag) developed in the arid region around the capital. Today, between Karaganda 
and Balkhash, a group of monuments speak of unmarked graves of the victims of repression of the KarLag camps on 
Kazakh soi l-citizens of France, Ukraine, Germany, Armenia, Lithuania, Finland, Romania Poland, Hungary, Japan 
and Russia. 
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interview given to the New York Times (3 September 1954, p.7 with photo), Maria Jacobi 
asserted that her amnesty must be attributed to one of the twenty-one letters she had addressed to 
Stalin and other Kremlin officials while in captivity. 

Like so many survivors who had seen the mocking of human dignity, the disintegration of the 
Judaism they knew and had grown up with, of whom irreplaceable parts of their lives had been 
stolen-the Jacobi fami ly had a strong psychological need to stay silent, determined to build a 
future for themselves without dwelling on former times. By setting foot in the United States it may 
have appeared to them as if they were to count their age from that moment in time on. Save for the 
above brief passages, theirs will remain an almost untold story. The chronicler of the fates of 
members of the kehila of Schonlanke- without having been privy to narratives about so many 
tales of survival, this family' s miraculous five-year-long ordeal in war-tom Berlin, their stratagem 
in the face of disastrous adversity, and more detail about Maria Jacobi ' s ordeal in the Gulag, all 
unique experiences that should have been saved in writing for future generations-is faced with a 
lacuna that may never be filled. 

Alexander Jacobi was the only true survivor oflsaac and Johanna Jacoby' s five children .571 His 
brother Kurt had not survived typhoid fever in Shanghai by 1945, sister Frieda had been deported 
to the Warsaw ghetto, and Gertrude had become a victim in one of Germany' s euthanasia 
institutions. Alexander' s widowed mother, who had never left Schonlanke and became 
consequently caught in the Schneidemlihi-Aktion of21 February 1940, died in Berlin in June that 
year. 

571 
Alexander Jacobi' s ancestry in Schonlanke can be traced to hi s great grandfather Isaac Jacoby, born 1775 in Wronke, 

died in 1847 in Schonlanke, married to Perle Mannas. Alexander Schoenlank married into the Jacoby family in early 
1800. 
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