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Yariv Ben-Elieser  
My Grandfather David Ben-Gurion

My grandfather made a dream come true that was not his 
alone but also the dream of millions of Jews: the foundation 
of the State of Israel! Considering the difficult circumstances 
in which the genesis of the state took place, this historic 
event is nothing less than a miracle. ‘Anyone who doesn’t be-
lieve in miracles is not a realist’, my grandfather once said. 
David Ben-Gurion was a realist. He was a man of determi-
nation and firm purpose. This was the vital precondition for 
him to be able to realise this vision that Theodor Herzl had 
already pursued so passionately. The ‘miraculous’ founda-
tion of the state did not, however, solve the problems. On the 
contrary, the challenge to preserve this hard-won achieve-
ment, to secure the existence of this threatened state and its 
inhabitants, was only beginning at the time and has not been 
completely accomplished to this day.

My grandfather knew that we must not wait for miracles 
to happen but that we must do our utmost to demand and 
work towards their implementation. It was this insight that 
enabled him to think the unthinkable. One aspect of the un-
thinkable was to talk with the nation that brought such un-
imaginable suffering and everlasting sorrow upon the Jew-
ish people: to talk with Germany! David Ben-Gurion, to be 
sure, was never guided by pragmatic considerations of real-
politik alone but always by moral imperatives, too: He found 
it unbearable that the nation of murderers should become 
the heir of the murdered as well, and it was of great impor-
tance to him that there should be compensation for at least a 
fraction of the stolen property. He found it just as unbeara-
ble, however, that the sons and daughters of the perpetrators 
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became victims themselves, as it were, by being held directly 
responsible for the deeds of their fathers and mothers, for 
which they are not actually responsible themselves. Besides 
the foundation of the State of Israel, this will forever remain 
his particular achievement: that he was able to muster this 
remarkable attitude, which put him years ahead of his fellow 
countrymen, such a short time after the Shoah and against 
understandable and simultaneously very pronounced resist-
ance, and that he succeeded in convincing his country of the 
necessity to overcome the deep and seemingly unbridgeable 
gulf of German actions, and to reach out a hand to Germany.

With his foreign politics, my grandfather laid the foun-
dation stone for German–Israeli relations which, while they 
will never be normal, are now so warm, cordial, and full of 
mutual trust as would have been hardly imaginable during 
my grandfather’s lifetime. This would not have been possi-
ble had not David Ben-Gurion found in Konrad Adenauer 
a counterpart who was his equal as a visionary, in creativ-
ity and firmness of purpose, but also as to his moral integ-
rity. Every image that exists of David Ben-Gurion and Kon-
rad Adenauer together, beginning with my grandfather’s 
meeting with the German federal chancellor in New York, 
and later in Sde Boker during Adenauer’s visit to Israel, 
show how much warmth, how much openness, and how 
much trust existed between the two men. The fact that Kon-
rad Adenauer visited my grandfather and my grandmother 
Paula in this place in the Negev desert that meant so much 
to my grandfather, and where he spent the twilight years of 
his eventful life, is symbolic of the special relationship be-
tween the two men.

Our family was amazed again and again at just how simi-
lar the two gentlemen actually were, in spite of their very dif-
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ferent appearance. In situations in which literally everything 
had to be redesigned, both were forced to devise a wealth 
of ideas and leadership far beyond the average. The foun-
dations of the respective states meant that both were faced 
with considerable challenges at an advanced age when oth-
ers have long settled down to enjoy their well-earned re-
tirement. Both were realists and pragmatists possessed of a 
clearly defined moral compass.

Without the help Germany provided for Israel at the time, 
the establishment of the state and securing of Israel’s exist-
ence would have been very difficult, and maybe not even 
possible. It may well be beyond doubt that in his political ap-
proach to Israel, a realpolitiker of Konrad Adenauer’s stature 
was looking after his own interests. These included the ne-
cessity to return Germany to the circle of respected nations 
in the eyes of the wider European and international public. 
However, Konrad Adenauer displayed – and my grandfather 
profoundly admired this – the deeply felt moral duty to pro-
vide at least a certain degree of compensation, and the will 
to atone for something that cannot really be atoned for. Just 
how much he was guided by this moral dimension may be 
inferred from the fact that time and again, politically he went 
beyond what was expected by the negotiations.

The courage it took for the two statesmen to sometimes 
tread controversial paths is admirable, as this was always 
linked to the effort of mobilising support for their policies 
against a majority of the population. The prime example is 
the military cooperation initiated under David Ben- Gurion’s 
and Konrad Adenauer’s governments, which met with con-
siderable resistance in the populations of both countries. 
Nowadays it is at the heart of the friendship between the 
two countries. The same is true of the scientific cooperation 
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which both statesmen supported with particular commit-
ment. The fact that Israel is part of a science and research 
region shared with the European Union, from which both 
sides benefit immensely, is also thanks to the two gentlemen.

I am delighted that this book endeavours not only to in-
vestigate the friendship between my grandfather and Konrad 
Adenauer separately, presenting the parallels in their respec-
tive lives, but also to enquire into the impact these special re-
lations have to this day. I fondly remember how the author of 
this book, in his capacity as the head of the Adenauer Foun-
dation’s office in Israel, asked me on the occasion of the visit 
of Konrad Adenauer’s grandson Patrick Adenauer to recreate 
the famous photo taken in New York in March 1960 in the 
Waldorf Astoria Hotel in Jerusalem. It was more than just a 
‘publicity gag’. This recreated photo featuring the grandsons 
symbolises that subsequent generations are absolutely duty 
bound to preserve the inheritance of David Ben- Gurion and 
Konrad Adenauer and to support the rapprochement of the 
two states as well as prevent the estrangement of the two 
peoples. As this book builds such a bridge to the present, I 
hope it will enjoy a broad readership.

Yariv Ben Elieser
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Konrad Adenauer  
My Grandfather Konrad Adenauer

I have been to Israel six times: the first time with a group 
of Knights of the Holy Sepulchre, twice with the Konrad 
Adenauer Foundation, once with a group of friends from 
 Cologne led by the Cologne Jewish couple Daniel and Es-
ther Gormanns who were friends with all members of the 
group, once with a group of friends of the Museum Ludwig 
led by its then director Marc Scheps, and once on the occa-
sion of a Jewish wedding in the Gormanns family. During 
these journeys I have come to know and love many ancient 
cities, places sacred to Jews, Christians, and Muslims, the 
coast, the mountains, the lakes, and the rivers. Twice during 
these journeys, I visited Kibbutz Sde Boker, the last abode 
of  David Ben-Gurion and his wife Paula. I have visited their 
house and above all their graves on the edge of the pictur-
esque Negev Desert. On these occasions, I felt far removed – 
into the past and into the future. These graves, their simplic-
ity and unique location, breathe the unforgettable spirit of 
eternity.

The images of the two meetings between Ben-Gurion and 
my grandfather on 14 March 1960 in the Waldorf Astoria 
Hotel in New York and on 9 May 1966 in Sde Boker are en-
graved on my mind like sacred icons, even though I was not 
present. At the time of the first meeting, I was 15 years old, 
and at the time of the second I was a fifth-semester law stu-
dent at the university of Freiburg im Breisgau. I was aware of 
the extraordinary significance of these encounters, although 
in 1960 I did not know anything of the agreements reached 
during them. I was already familiar with the 1952 Luxem-
bourg Restitution Agreement. I did not yet know, however, 
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that the Irgun and, by implication, Menachem Begin were 
behind the assassination attempt on my grandfather in 1952. 
I considered the Restitution Agreement to be absolutely es-
sential and have never been able to understand how anyone 
could vote against it in the Bundestag (Federal Parliament). 
On the one hand, my grandfather was not a man of drama 
and of expressing his feelings, and thus not someone to pub-
licly fall on his knees. On the other hand, he certainly did not 
pursue this agreement for reasons of foreign policy alone but 
because he was profoundly convinced that Germany had to 
do something for Israel and the Jews on a material level as 
well. The dead could not be brought back to life again, but 
it was possible to do something for their relatives and de-
scendants in Israel and their representative in the form of the 
newly founded State of Israel where many persecuted per-
sons had found refuge. One could show them penitence and 
repentance. This was done not by the perpetrators but rather 
by the nation of which they were part. David Ben- Gurion 
and my grandfather signed the agreement, which had been 
negotiated by Nahum Goldman, against vehement resist-
ance in their own ranks and their respective countries. It was 
the tentative beginning of reconciliation. One of its late and 
lasting effects is that Germany considers it part of its raison 
d’état to be on Israel’s side and to stand up for it.

It was a sign of reconciliation and personal friendship that 
cannot be praised enough that Ben-Gurion, despite his ad-
vanced age, came to Bonn for the German Bundestag’s me-
morial celebration for my grandfather on 25 April 1967, and 
that he walked to the Bundestag as it was a Jewish holiday. 
This image went around the world. On this occasion, I saw 
Ben-Gurion personally. Until then I had only known him 
from cinema newsreels and newspapers.
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In the 1960s Israel was a favoured summer holiday destina-
tion among secondary school pupils in Cologne. They did not, 
however, go on holiday but went to work on a kibbutz. These 
visits were prepared in an introduction into the character of 
the State of Israel and its inhabitants as well as life there, held 
in Bad Sobernheim in the Palatinate. I knew and know many 
girls and boys who undertook these journeys joyfully and suc-
cessfully at the time and who reported back from Israel with 
enthusiasm. Among them was my cousin Bettina Adenauer, 
the eldest daughter of my uncle Max Adenauer in Cologne. 
During his tenure as the city’s Oberstadtdirektor (head of the 
city’s administration executive) from 1953 to 1965, he had ac-
tively supported the exchange plans submitted by his educa-
tion deputy Johannes Giesberts (1953–1974). The Gesellschaf-
ten für Christlich-Jüdische Zusammenarbeit (The German 
Coordinating Council of Christian-Jewish Cooperation), of 
which I am a member, continues to award the Giesberts-Lew-
in-Prize annually. The Eichmann trial, which began in 1961 in 
Jerusalem, fascinated and perturbed all of us. Eichmann was 
defended by Robert Servatius, a lawyer from Cologne.

Of importance to me personally was during this early 
time that one Good Friday evening, my parents’ very close 
friends Paul Ernst and Thea Bauwens introduced my close 
family to Willy Gormanns and his wife, a Jewish couple who 
had just returned to Germany from Israel. Willy Gormanns 
had been a close friend of our ‘uncle’ (as we called him) Paul 
Ernst since their school days. As a result, we are now neigh-
bours and close friends of the couple’s son and his wife, 
whom I mentioned before.

A number of years ago I met a descendant of David 
Ben-Gurion’s on the occasion of a discussion meeting hosted 
by the Konrad Adenauer Foundation in Sankt Augustin. In 
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the conference room of our Rhöndorf trust, the Bundeskanz-
ler-Adenauer-Haus, a portrait of my grandfather painted by 
the Israeli artist Pinhas Litvinovsky (1894–1985) is on dis-
play. A copy is in the possession of the City of Cologne. These 
paintings were given to my grandfather as a present in 1963.

In my grandfather’s breakfast room in his Rhöndorf 
home, which is looked after by our trust and open to vis-
itors, there is a silver-mounted Torah scroll featuring the 
symbols of the Twelve Tribes of Israel and Moses’ law tab-
lets on the outside, and a dedication by Nahum Goldmann 
inside in commemoration of the conclusion of the Luxem-
bourg Agreement on 10 September 1952.

In recognition of my efforts as my father Konrad Ade-
nauer’s assistant in the execution of my grandfather’s legacy 
and its transfer into the aforementioned trust, I was given an 
album with the Israeli postage stamps dating from 1948 to 
1955. I cherish it greatly. I believe that it was originally a gift 
from the Israeli government to my grandfather. My grandfa-
ther’s visit to Israel became possible only once diplomatic re-
lations had been established under Ludwig Erhard. This was 
not done during my grandfather’s time as Germany was par-
ticularly considerate of the diplomatic relations with Arab 
countries at the time.

I have been told a number of times that David Ben- 
Gurion and my grandfather also talked about their families 
when they met in New York. My grandfather is said to have 
told the following anecdote: He once asked me, his grandson 
Konrad, what profession I would like to have when I grew 
up. When I said ‘Bundeskanzler!’, he replied that it was really 
not possible for there to be two federal chancellors.

Konrad Adenauer
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Introduction

The contrast between the great public ‘performances’ on the 
stage of German–Israeli relations could not be any more pro-
nounced. The first act of this initially difficult ‘marriage of 
convenience’ takes place in 1952 at a heavy table of impres-
sive size, the very piece of furniture in the Cercle Municipal 
of the City of Luxembourg at which, usually, weddings are 
contracted and unions based on love celebrated. During the 
encounter of the two delegations, however, love is the least 
of the emotions. A chilly atmosphere accompanies the meet-
ing, as is to be expected just over seven years after the Ger-
man crimes against humanity. Those present hover between 
careful – face-saving – stagecraft and unavoidable emotional 
tension. The German–Israeli historian Dan Diner appositely 
called this ‘ritual distance’1. A stage set, scrutinised by the 
‘audience’ in Israel and the ‘audience’ in Germany, who are 
observing with scepticism and consternation the ‘play’ being 
performed on the shared stage.

The agreement bears a name that refers to something en-
tirely unimaginable at this early point in time: ‘Wiedergut-
machungsabkommen’ means ‘agreement to make amends’. It 
is signed without speeches, without any personal exchanges. 
On the one side of the ceremonial table the German Federal 
Chancellor and Foreign Minister Konrad Adenauer, on the 
other side his Israeli counterpart Moshe Sharett, the latter 
with ‘trembling lips’2 and ‘deathly pale’3, as the German Jew-
ish Social Democrat member of the Bundestag Jakob Alt-
maier, barely hiding his own emotion, describes the Israeli 
politician. Absolute silence.

How different the second act of the ‘performance’: In 
March 1960, barely eight years later, a room on the 35th floor 
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of the Waldorf Astoria Hotel, founded long ago by German 
immigrants some streets south of Central Park in New York, 
is the setting for the picture that is to this day the icon of the 
rapprochement between Germany and Israel. It shows the 
founding fathers of Israel and the Federal Republic of Ger-
many, David Ben-Gurion and Konrad Adenauer, the former 
73 and the latter 84 years of age. They meet – besieged by 
hordes of curious journalists – in a relaxed, apparently even 
cordial atmosphere, with not a trace of demonstrative dis-
tance: smiling faces, the Israeli patriarch placing his hand 
on the German chancellor’s arm. The statement made by the 
photograph is clear even to the uninformed observer: two 
gentlemen between whom the chemistry is obviously right 
and who are at ease with each other. ‘There is in all proba-
bility no more symbolic image of reconciliation than that of 
the two representatives of the nations of victims and perpe-
trators sharing a friendly handshake’4, the scholar of Juda-
ism Michael Brenner accurately assesses the scene. An image 
that is so very sensational because it implies normality where 
normality cannot yet exist.

Entirely different yet again was the third act in 1966, at 
the same time the second (and last) personal encounter of 
the two gentlemen: two men who call each other ‘friend’ 
not only in their letters but also during this encounter in 
the land of the forefathers. Shared hours in the Kibbutz Sde 
Boker in the heat of the desert. Greeting each other with a 
warm embrace. The smaller man and the tall man, both ob-
viously enjoying meeting each other once again. Smiling 
gentlemen sharing a bottle of wine, seated at a table laid with 
a white tablecloth. Curious faces looking through the win-
dows of the simple building from outside, trying to catch a 
glimpse of the prominent guests of honour. Hordes of jour-
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nalists hoping for the photo of their lifetime so intrusively as 
to almost sour the pleasant atmosphere, held back by the ef-
forts of Paula Ben-Gurion, the host’s wife.

Taken individually, all three events have become positive 
icons of German–Israeli relations, especially the first en-
counter of the two statesmen in New York: Not one  essay, 
book, or newspaper article on the special relationship that 
does not include the famous photo from the classy New 
York hotel, and the present book has clearly not resisted this 
temptation, either. A photo that has become so influential 
not least because the warmth with which the two statesmen 
meet each other is nothing less than a small miracle. And for 
once this does not refer to the miracle that a German and an 
Israeli statesman could meet with such warmth such a short 
time after the Shoah, and that over the decades this rapport 
has developed into a special relationship and – yes, indeed – 
friendship of the nations as well.

No, the miracle referred to is that of the personal ‘com-
patibility’ of the two patriarchs. How can it be that two hu-
man beings who are so different, who have travelled such 
different roads and possess different temperaments, with 
different priorities and different points of view, can become 
so  evidently close in such a short time? How can it be that 
the Catholic conservative from the Rhineland and the So-
cialist Jewish sceptic and Zionist David Ben-Gurion estab-
lished such a cordial rapport? How can it be that during only 
two personal encounters, the two men set a standard that 
continues to have such a lasting impact on the relations be-
tween the two countries?

The question of questions, however, is of course how 
they were able to meet as representatives of their respec-
tive states in an atmosphere of such mutual trust, against the 
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background of the Shoah, the most incomprehensible crime 
against humanity; how they succeeded in establishing such 
a profound and resilient relationship based on their mutual 
trust against all resistance even in their own countries. How 
is it possible, barely two decades after the industrially organ-
ised murder of more than six million Jews, to garner under-
standing for the rapprochement of the two states in the coun-
try that for a long time to come would stamp its passports 
with the qualification ‘with the exception of Ger many’5?

Innumerable – sometimes conflicting – biographies have 
been written about Konrad Adenauer and David Ben- Gurion, 
as have studies of German–Israeli relations.6 The extraordi-
nary relationship between the two statesmen, too, has been 
highlighted in numerous contributions and essays focussing 
on their encounters. Where, then, is the gap into which the 
present study can fit?

A book that correlates the lives of the two men, that be-
gins by pointing out the parallels in their respective biogra-
phies, making these the basis for attempts at explaining why 
the two were able to trust each other immediately, a book 
that retraces the two historic encounters of 1960 and 1966 
and the ‘preparations’ that led up to them, and that assesses 
the friendship between the two statesmen with regard to the 
present and the future of German–Israeli relations – such a 
book is as yet outstanding.

Looking at the present can be a risk for historians – for 
some, indeed, it is a taboo – but for political scientists it is 
almost a necessity. This is all the more true in the case of a 
topic such as Israeli–German relations that possesses ‘eternal 
actuality’. The high degree to which the two states have be-
come entwined, the close cooperation on all fields, the fact 
that the partnership is characterised not only by the histori-
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cal links between the two states and by shared interests, but 
also by an intensive connection, indeed: friendship between 
the civil societies  – all this would be difficult to imagine 
without the achievement of Konrad Adenauer and David 
Ben-Gurion. Their friendship, which appeared impossible 
on the catastrophic pile of rubble left behind on German 
and European soil by the Nazis’ disastrous dictatorship, has 
grown into an ‘impossible friendship’ between the two coun-
tries. The uncomfortable question of how secure or endan-
gered the legacy established and bequeathed by the two poli-
ticians is must not be left out of this study, either.

Konrad Adenauer and His Relations 
with the Jewish Community

Scholars and journalists have speculated time and again just 
how sincere the German federal chancellor’s engagement for 
reconciliation between Germany and the Jews, and for rap-
prochement between Germany and Israel genuinely was, on 
balance. Of course, his innumerable statements on the moral 
duty to contribute to the survival of Israel with financial ben-
efits have been heard, but they are hardly ever reported with-
out a demonstrative reference to Adenauer’s pragmatism, his 
astuteness, and his determination to use the relations with 
the Jews and with Israel to buy the ‘ticket’ that would al-
low Germany to become a respected member of the inter-
national family once again. How great was this need really, 
and how great, correspondingly, the factor of ‘calculation’ – 
and how great, conversely, was the sense of moral duty; how 
great, indeed, was Adenauer’s appreciation of Judaism and 
the Jews and, consequently, for Israel?
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This may be the most banal of all characterisations of the 
great Rhinelander, but it is accurate: Konrad Adenauer was 
a multi-layered character and is not easy to grasp. A poli-
tician who could be a master of discrimination and reti-
cence but also a ruthless champion of the interests he con-
sidered to be politically right. Adenauer was a strict moralist 
and at the same time a man of Rhenish liberality. He was a 
 pious Catholic believer, ‘God-fearing’ in the better sense of 
the word, and yet never an unquestioning obstinate believer 
in hierarchical structures. He was able to engage critics and 
sceptics as well as employing his untrammelled assertive-
ness. He wanted to ensure that the dark years of National 
Socialism were behind Germany and to start a new chapter, 
while remaining sceptical as to how staunchly democratic 
his fellow countrymen truly were. Consequently, there can 
be no simple answer to the question of his relation with the 
Jewish community, and of the effect this relation had on his 
politics as federal chancellor. Most importantly, there cannot 
be an answer that leaves out his attitude to the Jewish com-
munity during the years of his ‘first career’ as a local politi-
cian7 in Cologne.

Not without reason, and certainly not primarily through 
calculation, Konrad Adenauer revisited his own experi-
ences – especially those of the Weimar Republic years – dur-
ing his encounters with David Ben-Gurion, and also with 
innumerable other representatives of Israel or of Jewish or-
ganisations. Among the Jews all over the world, too, respect 
for Konrad Adenauer is fed not least by his rejection of Nazi 
ideology, never doubted in the post-war years, not even by 
bitter opponents of his ‘policy of reconciliation’, and by the 
sympathetic attitude to Judaism and Jewish life in Germany 
he openly displayed on many occasions.
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Towards the end of the 1920s the Nazis first began their 
embittered campaign of character assassination against the 
Zentrum (Catholic Centre Party) politician from Cologne. 
During the charged polarisation of the final phase of the 
Weimar Republic, he increasingly became the ‘great hate fig-
ure of all the radicals in Cologne’8, as Hans-Peter Schwarz, 
Adenauer’s biographer, put it. At the centre of Nazi agitation 
against him was not only the specially ‘reheated’ accusation 
that Adenauer was a ‘separatist’9 and supported the secession 
of the Rhineland from the German Reich, an accusation re-
futed without exception by all his biographers, but very soon 
also his positive attitude to the Jewish community, which he 
had never hidden.

Even before his appointment as Lord Mayor of Cologne, 
and until the day of his dismissal, Adenauer had always been 
in close contact with representatives of the Jewish commu-
nities but also with Jews in all walks of life: in academia, in 
the economy, and in the cultural sector. Some were particu-
larly prominent and became defining companions for the 
talented local politician, informing his career.

A special relationship linked him to one of the most daz-
zling personalities of Jewish descent in Cologne during the 
days of the Weimar Republic, the banker Louis Hagen, a con-
vert to Catholicism and heir and chairman of the board of the 
bank A. Levy & Co. Hagen was one of the most important in-
dustrial financiers of the Rhineland – indeed, of the entire We-
imar Republic – by far. From 1924 onwards he was co-owner 
of Deutsche Bank and from 1915 until his death in 1932 pres-
ident of the Chamber of Commerce in Cologne. Konrad Ade-
nauer was, according to Hans-Peter Schwarz, among those in-
debted to Louis Hagen, as the latter had supported the career 
of the political ‘rising star’ without humiliating him.
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Louis Hagen played a decisive part in Konrad Ade nauer’s 
rise to the position as Lord Mayor of Cologne. It was Hagen 
who played the part of ‘kingmaker’ and determinedly sup-
ported the young local politician with the Liberals, the fac-
tion of the city’s parliament of which he was a member. 
Together with another influential Jewish politician of the 
Liberal faction, Bernhard Falk, who also respected Adenauer 
greatly and was on friendly terms with him, he succeeded in 
dispelling reservations held by the Liberal faction against the 
Zentrum party in general and, by extension, against Konrad 
Adenauer as well.

‘The years that followed’, Hans-Peter Schwarz writes 
about the friendship with Louis Hagen, ‘are characterised 
by a close alliance between the older and the younger man. 
They might be at loggerheads on occasion, but the two re-
spect and appreciate one another.’10 Konrad Adenauer cer-
tainly was a welcome and frequent guest at the entrepre-
neur’s ‘country house’ Schloss Birlinghoven near Bonn. Soon 
after taking office, Konrad Adenauer signed the guest book 
of the manor house as newly elected Lord Mayor. In 1919, 
Louis Hagen, who had already converted to Catholicism in 
1886, even became Adenauer’s fellow party member: He left 
the Liberal faction in order to join the Zentrum faction of 
the city’s assembly of deputies.

Just how closely connected Konrad Adenauer felt to the 
banker became clear once more after the latter’s death in 
1932. On 30 September, the president of the Chamber of 
Commerce had the honour of inaugurating the new Cham-
ber of Commerce and Cologne stock exchange. On the 
evening of this eventful day, he suffered a stroke and died on 
1 October. It was his friend Konrad Adenauer who gave the 
eulogy in his honour on 4 October.
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Louis Hagen’s successor as president of the Chamber was 
another of Adenauer’s close companions, his friend Paul Sil-
verberg. With Hagen and Falk, he made up the trio of men 
of Jewish descent who esteemed, encouraged, and supported 
Adenauer.

Paul Silverberg came from a traditional Jewish family but 
converted to the Protestant faith in 1895. A lawyer, he prob-
ably first met Adenauer during their years as trainee lawyers 
but certainly no later than 1903 when they were both lawyers 
and colleagues at the Higher Regional Court in Cologne.

Silverberg, who joined his father’s mining company, 
played a crucial part in the foundation of the mining giant 
RAG, which exists to this day and was the firm’s chairman 
for a long time. He earned himself the reputation of being 
the ‘lord of lignite’.11 In fact, he was not only the leading fig-
ure of the Rhenish lignite district but also one of the most 
influential entrepreneurs of the Weimar Republic in gen-
eral. He was involved in the reorganisation of the Stinnes 
Group as well as that of Hapag and Lloyd. He was an adviser 
to the Reichsbahn (national railways) as well as Deutsche 
Bank.

Politics, too, relied on his advice. Besides Konrad Ade-
nauer, who was in close contact with him, this included 
above all the Reich Chancellor Heinrich Brüning, who even 
intended to appoint him minister for traffic and transport in 
1931, but failed in this endeavour as a result of Silverberg’s 
ambitious conditions. 

In the Weimar Republic’s declining years, Paul Silverberg 
moved closer to the right wing of the political spectrum. 
He made a financial donation to the Nazi party NSDAP via 
Gregor Strasser, with the aim of encouraging the party to 
be more pro-business. However, Paul Silverberg was never 
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among the numerous advocates of having the Nazis partic-
ipate in government during the time before the transfer of 
power to Hitler, a fact that clearly contradicts the stereotype 
nurtured above all within left- as well as right-wing circles to 
this day depicting Silverman as a ‘Jewish supporter’ and fol-
lower of Adolf Hitler.

It was probably towards the end of 1933, but at the very 
latest in early 1934, that Silverberg emigrated to Lugano 
in Switzerland. In 1936, he became a citizen of the princi-
pality of Liechtenstein, where he survived the war. Konrad 
Adenauer’s association with Paul Silverberg was so close 
that  after the war he urged him to return to lead RAG once 
again. Silverberg declined but was awarded many honours 
by his home city of Cologne. On the occasion of his 75th 
birthday in 1951, he was appointed honorary president of 
the Cologne Chamber of Industry and Commerce as well as 
the Federation of German Industries. He remained in close 
contact with Konrad Adenauer in the post-war years, docu-
mented in their extensive correspondence.12

Of particular significance, however, was Konrad Adenau-
er’s cordial relationship with Dannie N. Heineman, demon-
strated by their many personal encounters as well as the 
intensive correspondence between the two men which dis-
cussed – especially during the Third Reich – the politician’s 
more personal issues.13 Heineman’s was the name that would 
be mentioned most frequently later whenever Adenauer’s 
connections with Jews were discussed. Konrad Adenauer 
was introduced to the ‘driven technician’14, as Hans-Peter 
Schwarz calls him, in 1907. This acquaintance would de-
velop into one of the closest friendships Adenauer main-
tained over the course of his long life, ending only with 
Heineman’s death in 1962.
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Dannie Heineman was born in the United States as the 
son of German immigrants. After his father’s early death, his 
mother returned to Germany with the boy. Heineman grad-
uated in electrical engineering and was subsequently em-
ployed by the Union Elektricitäts-Gesellschaft, that would 
merge with AEG later. Leaving AEG in 1905, he joined the 
Société Financière de Transports et d’Entreprises Industri-
elles, initially as one of three employees. By the time he re-
tired as its president, the investment company had 40,000 
employees.

Hans-Peter Schwarz refers to contemporaries of Heine-
man’s who regarded the lively, headstrong, imaginative fi-
nance executive as a highly educated man ‘with a multi-fac-
eted character, a thoroughly developed social interest, and 
a passion for art’15, but also as someone it was better not 
to cross16: ‘When dealing with bankers, whom his techni-
cally trained mind regarded more or less as ne’er-do-wells, 
he was a sadist.’17 With great single-mindedness, he became 
an influential ‘Macher’ (doer)18 and visionary in local public 
transport as well as long-distance rail transport, chemical in-
dustry, and the construction of power stations.

Heineman, who maintained a critical view of politicians 
throughout his life, thoroughly agreed with the sentiment 
that ‘industry is constructive, while politics causes disor-
der’19. The fact that he established a particularly close rela-
tionship with Konrad Adenauer may have been due to the 
latter’s soon proving himself a rather unconventional and 
unusually hands-on politician.

Adenauer would soon benefit from the energetic entre-
preneur’s network. Heineman was acquainted with everyone 
who was anyone, from King Leopold III of Belgium through 
the politician Walther Rathenau to the composer Richard 
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Strauss, the poet Gerhart Hauptmann, and the painter Henri 
de Toulouse-Lautrec, to name but a few. Heineman’s illustri-
ous circle of acquaintances included the Zionist Chaim Weiz-
mann, whom he met in 1936. Thanks to his excellent con-
nections with European governments, Heineman was able to 
persuade the government of Luxembourg in 1939 to allow 
around 100 Jewish family into the country from Germany. To 
this request, Heineman added the promise that he would per-
sonally ensure the maintenance of the refugees. After Ger-
man troops entered Belgium in 1940, he had to flee as well, 
settling in the United States. As a patron of the Weizmann 
Institute, he was able to support Konrad Adenauer in estab-
lishing German–Israeli scientific cooperation after the war.

Adenauer and Zionism –  
A ‘Rhenish Catholic Zionist’?

One might of course take the view that the widely known 
connections Adenauer maintained with these leading per-
sonalities do not allow a comprehensive perspective of his 
relationship with the Jewish community and Jewish life in 
general. This is correct in that all four of them saw them-
selves as members of the elite of the city of Cologne rather 
than defining themselves by their Jewish roots. While the 
Weimar Republic, as the biographies of these men illustrate, 
represented the heyday of the assimilation of the German 
Jews, it was simultaneously a period of advancing antisemi-
tism. And at the time when Nazism was gaining influence, 
a certain degree of courage was required to profess friend-
ship with people such as these, who were still Jews above 
all in their opponents’ perception. Even more fascinat-
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ing, however, were Adenauer’s connections with the Jew-
ish community that went beyond the personal level, and in 
particular the fact that he soon developed an interest in the 
Zion ist movement, which found many sympathisers among 
non-Jewish public figures of the Weimar Republic.

Adenauer himself located the origins of this sympathy 
with Zionism as early as in his adolescence. After his return 
from Israel in 1966, he looked back on this time: The Zion-
ist movement had held a lively fascination for him ever since 
he was in the sixth form: ‘This was why I passed my Hebrew 
qualification and taught myself Yiddish in order to be able 
to read the sources. […] All my life I have had close ties to 
the older generation of Zionist leaders.’20 He even mentioned 
to a journalist that he learnt some Ivrit (Modern Hebrew) 
during his time at secondary school; however, this may well 
have been a projection. At the time when Adenauer passed 
his Abitur (school leavers’ certificate for higher education), 
the father of the modernised version of the Hebrew lan-
guage, Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, had only just started work on his 
comprehensive dictionary. When Adenauer was presented 
with a valuable Bible after the successful conclusion of the 
Restitution Agreement in 1952, he spontaneously recited the 
initial verses of a psalm in Hebrew.

The secondary school (the ‘Gymnasium’) did in fact play 
a key part. Like Konrad Adenauer, the aforementioned Bern-
hard Falk attended the Apostelgymnasium (the most pres-
tigious school in Cologne) and impressively describes in 
retrospect how much he was influenced by the spirit of com-
munity that united Jewish and Christian pupils at the school: 
Throughout his entire life, he encountered ‘this kind of 
genuine and earnest tolerance for those of a different faith’21 
only there. This also had an impact on the world view of 
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Adenauer, who already had the opportunity of openly dis-
cussing the Jewish faith with his fellow pupils during his own 
time at school.

The Zionist movement was particularly active in Cologne 
and one of the leading sections in the entire German Reich, 
not least thanks to the universally respected local industrial 
lawyer Max Bodenheimer. The chairman of the Zionist Fed-
eration of Germany, Kurt Blumenfeld, wrote to Konrad Ade-
nauer in November 1926 suggesting that he might wish to 
join the Zionist movement.22

In 1927, Adenauer did indeed join the German commit-
tee ‘Pro Palästina’, soon becoming chairman of the festival 
committee of the association, which numbered among its 
members men with such resounding names as theologian 
Martin Buber as well as, in its steering committee, the great 
rabbi Leo Baeck. The Catholic priest and long-term leader 
of the Zentrum party, Ludwig Kaas, together with the for-
mer Chancellor Joseph Wirth, another Zentrum politician, 
had previously recommended him as a committee member, 
prompting Blumenfeld’s request to the Lord Mayor. ‘Fur-
thermore, I plead guilty, with my heart beating faster, to hav-
ing myself provided the suggestion to ask you to join’,23 the 
clergyman confessed slightly sheepishly in response to Ade-
nauer’s inquiry.

Hans Peter Mensing, editor of the Adenauer-Papers, has 
pointed out that this engagement on behalf of the Zionist 
movement and commitment to the work of the committee 
were by no means a matter of course, citing as evidence vio-
lence against Jews that took place in Cologne long before the 
transfer of power to Hitler.24 In March 1927, the polling sta-
tion of the Jewish community was attacked; several Jewish 
inhabitants of Cologne were injured.

32

An Impossible Friendship



On the occasion of a committee conference in Cologne in 
the same year, on 22 November, Konrad Adenauer – by now 
a member of the Association – wrote a long and detailed let-
ter to its president Johann Heinrich Graf von Bernstorff, a 
leading figure of the Zionist movement and member of the 
Reichstag (Parliament) representing the liberal Deutsche 
Demokratische Partei. A letter of some interest, too, with re-
gard to his future political line concerning Israel, as it re-
veals the detail in which Adenauer reflected on Jewish life in 
the ‘Holy Land’. ‘I hope that the world’s sympathies and the 
Jews’ own willingness to make sacrifices will ensure the res-
urrection of the country, like the resurrection of the ancient 
 Hebrew language that preceded it.’25

However, Adenauer would not have been Adenauer if he 
had not used the opportunity to address a carefully wrapped 
admonition to the Zionist movement. In it, he ultimately fol-
lowed the reading of the Balfour Declaration26 with which 
the British Government gave its ‘agreement’ to the establish-
ment of ‘a national home for the Jewish people’27 in Pales-
tine which explicitly must not limit the rights of non-Jewish 
population groups: Zionist endeavours in the historic place, 
Adenauer pointed out, were ‘a labour of peace, achieved 
without curtailing the rights of other faiths to whom Pales-
tine is also a holy land, and certainly without curtailing the 
economic and political position of the non-Jewish popula-
tion of Palestine’.28 A barely concealed hint that he – like his 
proponent in the committee, Prelate Kaas – was not consid-
ering the establishment of a Jewish state but initially a home 
for the Jewish people.

In addition, the Lord Mayor of Cologne adorned his let-
ter to the president with a remark positively oozing local pa-
triotic pride, namely that Cologne was one of the cities in 
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which Zionism was first conceived: Among those buried in 
the Jewish cemetery in Cologne-Deutz was Moses Heß, one 
of the spiritual fathers of Zionism, who in his work Rome 
and Jerusalem29 gave impulses for the search for a national 
home for the Jews in the Holy Land.

The last lines of this memorable letter by Adenauer, which 
could even be read as alluding to the Jewish concept of ‘Tik-
kun Olam’, or ‘healing the world’, might almost have been 
penned by David Ben-Gurion: ‘We understand that Jerusa-
lem and Palestine are linked to Jewish aspirations that will be 
significant not only for the Jewish world. It is our wish that 
the Jewish farmers and workers attached to the land should 
organise their lives in such a way that they will be a force for 
peaceful progress in the Orient and contribute to the cultural 
advancement of those lands.’30

In this context, Hans Peter Mensing, an authority on Ade-
nauer, presents an interesting conjecture. Even though the 
ultimate proof is lacking, Mensing believes that a plea for 
Zion ism such as Adenauer’s letter to Graf von Bernstorff 
would have attracted international attention and that it 
should be assumed that a document of this kind would have 
sharpened the image the Jews had of Konrad Adenauer even 
before his time as the first federal chancellor.31 This might 
very probably apply to David Ben-Gurion as well, who vis-
ited Germany a number of times during these years before 
the transfer of power to Hitler, in particular in 1930 in order 
to attend the International Conference of the ‘Liga für das 
arbeitende Eretz Israel’ (League for a Working Eretz Israel) 
in Berlin.

Mensing discovers cogent evidence in the words Ben- 
Gurion found in conversation with the chancellor of the 
grand coalition, Kurt Georg Kiesinger, on the occasion of 
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the memorial ceremony after Adenauer’s death, in which he 
emphasised that ‘Adenauer’s contribution to the material de-
velopment and the moral support of his nation’32 could not 
be overestimated: ‘Even before he encountered him in per-
son, he regarded Adenauer as an extraordinary personality.’33 
Mensing considers it conceivable that this appreciation was 
based on early information of the Weimar years, and that 
Ben-Gurion had not come across Adenauer’s name for the 
first time after the war.34

Considering his profound interest, one might in fact 
maintain the outlandish idea that during these years, Ade-
nauer was something of a ‘Rhenish Catholic Zionist’, delib-
erately establishing a relation between his own religious con-
sciousness and the Jewish faith. In this he would not have 
been alone. Dedicated Catholics in particular – such as the 
Catholic Prelate Kaas, who had enlisted him for the Pales-
tinian cause – displayed, besides a few instances of antise-
mitic attitudes, notable sympathy for the Zionist movement. 
While antisemites welcomed Zionism as a way of ‘elegantly’ 
getting rid of the Jews, the goodwill in Adenauer’s circle was 
based on genuine interest.

Looking more closely we can discern, provocatively 
speaking, two tendencies within Catholicism where the re-
lation with Judaism and the Jews was concerned: The one 
might perhaps be called ‘Good Friday Catholicism’, which 
blamed the Jews for crucifying Jesus and, in the person of Ju-
das, having betrayed him and delivered him into the hands 
of his pursuers. This anti-Jewish attitude becomes pain-
fully obvious in the history of the problematic Good Friday 
Prayer, which has its roots in the sixth century and prayed 
for the return of the ‘faithless’ Jews, remaining a fixed part of 
the liturgy for many centuries.
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On the other side we find the ‘Easter Vigil Catholics’. The 
Easter Vigil, during which the central Jewish narratives of 
the Bible are recited in up to six readings from the Old Tes-
tament and in which the resurrection of Jesus and his be-
ing confirmed as the awaited Messiah are documented in 
merely two readings from the New Testament, liturgical tra-
dition – admittedly, this only applies after the Second Vati-
can Council and was not already the case during Adenauer’s 
time in Cologne – emphasises that Christianity is unimagi-
nable without the Jewish identity of Jesus Christ; indeed, that 
a church acting in anti-Jewish ways is a contradiction in it-
self. The Catholic Christian Konrad Adenauer and several of 
his fellow party members in the Zentrum undeniably repre-
sented the second tendency.

Indeed, in Adenauer’s case this obvious sympathy with 
 Judaism cannot even be played off against his denomina-
tional Catholic character, as it was on an entirely separate 
level. This is demonstrated by another minor episode high-
lighted by Jürgen Court in an article on Adenauer’s univer-
sity policy. As the University of Cologne was managed by 
the local authority at the time, the Lord Mayor as head of the 
board of trustees of the university was able to exert consid-
erable influence on the appointment of professors. As a pol-
itician with a keen awareness of the importance of power, 
Adenauer of course knew to make use of this. In 1930, the 
Kölnische Volkszeitung, a newspaper usually close to the Zen-
trum, accused Konrad Adenauer of being a deciding fac-
tor in Cologne University preferring Jewish professors over 
Catholic ones. This accusation was preceded by Adenauer’s 
having strongly advocated the appointment at Cologne of 
the expert in Romance languages Leo Spitzer, who was of 
Jewish descent.

36

An Impossible Friendship



The scholar Emil Gamillscheg, who had lost out to Spitzer 
in another appointment procedure and was ironically ap-
pointed as a reviewer in this procedure for Cologne Uni-
versity, wrote to Adenauer in November 1927 appealing to 
his ‘denominational conscience’ with an explicit request to 
prefer the Catholic candidate Emil Winkler: ‘The two can-
didates included in the proposal together with Winkler, the 
Marburg full professor Leo Spitzer and the Munich adjunct 
professor Eugen Lerch, are both baptised Jews, and for that 
reason alone I do not believe that this choice is a particu-
larly beneficial one for the Catholic University of Cologne.’35 
Quite apart from the fact that Lerch was demonstrably not of 
Jewish descent at all, the attempt at playing off Jewish against 
Catholic background was as antisemitic as it was perfidious. 
Furthermore, Gamillscheg’s attempt was pointless, as Kon-
rad Adenauer had repeatedly and demonstratively taken the 
side of the Jewish citizens.

Finally, on 28 April 1930, Adenauer prevailed. ‘His’ candi-
date Leo Spitzer was called to Cologne University. Of course, 
it turned out to be a brief episode and Spitzer’s employment 
ended when he was dismissed by the Nazis in 1933. Later, 
Spitzer emigrated to the United States where he became a 
professor at Johns Hopkins University. It must be said that 
Adenauer’s efforts on behalf of Spitzer, which went right 
up to the limit of the ‘political influence’ admissible in an 
appointment procedure of this kind, were not primarily 
due to the latter’s Jewish origin but because Adenauer was 
convinced that due to his qualification, he was the right man 
for the position.

All the same and as was to be expected, Adenauer’s advo-
cacy on behalf of a scholar of Jewish origin in this instance 
became the subject of Nazi attacks. A contributing factor was 
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that as early as 1925, Konrad Adenauer had made more than 
a little effort to prevent the eminent but not uncontrover-
sial historian Karl Alexander von Müller being appointed to 
Cologne University. During the Weimar years, von Müller 
showed himself to be a bitter enemy of the democratic sys-
tem, and after the transfer of power he played a significant 
part in Nazi ‘Judenforschung’ (study of the ‘Jewish Ques-
tion’), proving that he was no mere ‘blind follower’.

Adenauer, the Catholic Christian, had shown the same at-
titude in the early 1920s, looking beyond denomination and 
not wanting to expose the Jewish citizens of Cologne to dis-
crimination, proving himself a Lord Mayor with no fear of 
spiritual topics and not shying away from conflict with the 
powerful archbishop of Cologne, in those years Karl  Joseph 
Cardinal Schulte. In a letter to the spiritual leader in July 
1922, Adenauer rejected the bishop’s criticism of subsidies 
granted for a crematorium: ‘I never could and still cannot 
understand on what basis a Catholic should claim the right 
to prevent a Protestant or a Jew from choosing a form of bur-
ial he considers correct.’36

A further impressive example is found in a book by Zvi 
Asaria on the Jews in Cologne, recounted on the occasion 
of the reconstruction of Roonstraße Synagogue in 1959, the 
very synagogue desecrated by neo-Nazis immediately af-
ter its inauguration: The author mentions a school build-
ing on Lützowstraße in Cologne that had been erected as a 
 Jewish school before the First World War but was then used 
as a military hospital. Asaria writes: ‘The tendency emerged 
within the communal committees of housing a business 
school in the new building, rather than the Jewish school. 
Headmaster Coblenz together with the community rabbi 
Dr Frank successfully resisted these intentions. The decisive 
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word was spoken by Lord Mayor Dr Adenauer: The school 
building would fulfil its original purpose.’37

Within his communal government, too, Konrad Ade-
nauer supported staff of Jewish origin. Besides the Stadtdi-
rektorin (head of the city’s administration executive)  Hertha 
Kraus, the Cologne ‘finance minister’, the Stadtdirektor and 
financial director Dr Albert Kramer played an important 
part, working with the Lord Mayor from 1920 to 1933, i.e. 
during almost his entire time in office. 

Because of his Jewish origin, Albert Kramer was retired 
on 1 May 1933. Afterwards he worked for the Cologne Syn-
agogue community and for Zionist associations. Above all 
he became known among the Jewish citizens of Cologne in 
these difficult times as a ‘foreign exchange adviser’ to Jewish 
emigrants and consequently as an indispensable ally to those 
wanting to emigrate. Tragically, his own emigration did not 
succeed. On 30 October 1941, he and his wife Irma were de-
ported on the second deportation train from Cologne to 
Litzmannstadt/Łódź Ghetto, where he died only a year after-
wards. The cause of death given was ‘Herzschwäche’ (car-
diac insufficiency), whatever that might have meant at the 
time. His wife Irma was transferred from Litzmannstadt to 
Auschwitz in 1944, where she was murdered in August of 
that year. In 2016, a ‘Stolperstein’ (lit. ‘stumbling stone’, small 
brass square bearing the life dates of murdered or persecuted 
Jews and other victims of the Nazis, set into the pavement 
outside the victim’s last voluntarily chosen abode) was set in 
the pavement outside the couple’s former home in the Pauli-
straße in the presence of Lord Mayor Henriette Reker, com-
memorating the life of Albert Kramer.

Overall, Adenauer’s contribution to the harmonious co-
existence of Jews and Christians in Cologne was a consider-
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