Post-holocaust Vienna, Autumn 2015


The Platz der Opfer der Deportation [Deportation Victims’ Square] in Vienna’s 3rd district received its current name in 1994; and on 8th May 1995, the 50th anniversary of the unconditional surrender of German forces and the official end of the war in Europe, a memorial was erected there to the memory of the Viennese victims of the Nazi regime.  The railway station which had hitherto stood there, the Aspangbahnhof, had been closed to passenger traffic in May 1971.


Between October 1939 and October 1942, roughly 50,000 Viennese Jews were deported from the Aspangbahnhof to ghettos, concentration camps and extermination camps.  Of these, about 10,000 were forcibly transported to White Russia between 28th November 1941 and 5th October 1942, initially changing trains at Minsk and travelling onwards to the extermination camp at Maly Trostinec.  From August 1942 the journey to Maly Trostinec was a direct one, after the Nazis built a branch line.


On Monday 5th October 2015, the anniversary of the final transport to Maly Trostinec, each of these 10,000 Viennese Jews was individually remembered at Deportation Victims’ Square.  The event took the form of a reading aloud, in the open air, of every name together with the person’s age, the date on which s/he was deported from that spot, and the date on which s/he was immediately shot upon arrival at Maly Trostinec.  The oldest, Therese Füchsel, was 86 years old; and the youngest, Gerson Schwarz, was a baby of 7 weeks.


Participants in the ceremony, which lasted from 8 in the morning until 10 at night, included relatives of those murdered and, significantly, teenage pupils from local Viennese schools who are being educated about these horrors in a determined effort to ensure that such atrocities never recur.  The students were visibly affected by the event, and some added unrehearsed and touching personal comments to the list of 30 names they read aloud.


Four days earlier, on 1st October, saw the launch of a newly published book, “Maly Trostinec – das Totenbuch – den Toten ihre Namen geben [Maly Trostinec - register of the dead – giving the dead their names].”  The book, edited by Waltraud Barton, a Christian whose Jewish relative, Malvine Barton, perished in Maly Trostinec at the hands of the Nazis, contains lists, according to the ten transports from Vienna, of the names of all those murdered in Maly Trostinec, as well as their last-known addresses.  Also included are reports written by relatives who either survived the Holocaust or were born afterwards.


The book was officially launched at Vienna’s Jewish Museum, in the presence of the Museum’s Director, Dr Danielle Spera; Dr Heinz Fischer, President of the Republic of Austria; the book’s editor, Waltraud Barton; other significant figures, all of whom had relatives murdered in Maly Trostinec; and a large worldwide audience.  Some of the reports appearing in the book were poignantly read aloud by Viennese actress, Elisabeth Orth.  Ernest Bloch’s “Three Sketches from Jewish Life,” hauntingly played on cello and accordion, accompanied the formal proceedings.


These two events in close succession, together with the ongoing placing in Vienna’s pavements of Steine der Erinnerung [Stones of Remembrance], attest to the importance the city has begun to attach to its grim past and signify hope that Vienna will never again succumb to the evil influences it welcomed when Nazi Germany annexed Austria in March 1938. 
