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Summary 
 
Rabbi Herschel Schachter was interviewed as part of a project by Kean College and he was 
introduced by Rabbi Joseph J. Preil, Ph.D., the director of the oral history project who briefly 
summarized his career. The focus of the interview was Schachter’s experience as a Chaplain and 
specifically at Buchenwald.  
 
Rabbi Herschel Schachter describes his rabbinic training at the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Rabbinical 
Seminary of Yeshiva University and ordination in 1941; serving in his first pulpit in Stamford, CT; 
deciding to enlist as many of his congregants were being drafted; enlisting in October, 1942, 
trained for the chaplaincy at Harvard University; served first in New Orleans, Puerto Rico, and 
then in the fall of 1944 transferred to Greenland; being shipped to Europe assigned to the Third 
Army's VIII Corps; serving with frontline combat troops across Europe; on April 11, 1945 
learning that U.S. troops had entered Buchenwald left unit and with his driver went to 
Buchenwald; describing how though he did not know of Buchenwald, the persecution of the 
Jewish people was known, but not the extent, reflected on disappointment with Americans and 
FDR practically nothing done to save Jewish lives; arriving at Buchenwald seeing the Arbeit 
Macht Frei sign; seeing chimney stacks and found the crematoria with the ovens still hot and 
hundreds of corpses strewn about; asking a young Lieutenant if there were any Jewish survivors 
and being taken to the “kleine lager”; approaching survivors – more dead than alive - lying on 
the barracks staring at him and he calling out in Yiddish “Shalom Aleichem, Yidden, ihr zint frei!” 
— “Peace be upon you, Jews, you are free!”; running from barracks to barracks, repeating those 
words; described how those who were able began to follow him and question him about the 
war ending, what will happen to us now; remaining in Buchenwald for several months; 
compiling lists of survivors and forwarding to military and to Red Cross, receiving sacks of mail 
with responses; being approached by group of young people who were members of the 
Hachshara before the war, Zionists who were preparing to go to Palestine, they wanted his help 
to restore their lives; speaking to Colonel in charge of civilian affairs who found a fully-equipped 
farm near Weimar which became Kibbutz Buchenwald; conducting many services which were 
well-attended, including Shavuot service with hundreds of survivors; recounted how American 
military medical teams that brought many survivors back to life; maintaining small office and 
many survivors came to talk with him and tell him stories about themselves and about others 
who needed help; receiving word from SHAEF that Switzerland would take in several hundred 
Jewish children for rehabilitation and he was put in charge of administration and accompanying 
to Switzerland; describing process of evaluating by a nurse, Schwester Cara, sent by the Swiss, 
only those under sixteen were eligible; asked the ages of most of the survivors replied most 
were in their twenties and thirties older teens, and a few children including a young boy Lulek 
later Rabbi Yisrael Maier Lau, the Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi of Israel from 1993-2003; Schwester 
Cara rejecting many and his procuring stamp and giving those who were rejected the necessary 
cards; describing trip to Basel took three days and when arrived Schwester Cara was furious as 
she had only passed on about 150 people and there were over 300 on the train and the Swiss 
authorities were ready to send them back; managing to persuade them that would be bad press 
for them; help for survivors by Jewish organizations; returning to Buchenwald on July 2, 1945, 
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discovering all of the Americans were gone as per agreement at Yalta that area would become 
part of Russian sector on July 1; seeing large portrait of Stalin now over main gate, a few 
survivors were ardent communists and they remained, described though that one wanted to 
leave and he could not help him; showed photograph of group of teens who went to 
Switzerland and updated that the Kibbutz Buchenwald group of about 60-70 went west to a 
former Hachshara Camp in Fulda and then made their way to Palestine; reported on earlier 
conversation he had with the Colonel for civilian affairs about where to send Jewish survivors as 
they were supposed to be returned to their countries of origin and the Jews were no different; 
responded that the Jews were not Poles, or Romanians, or Greeks they are Jews and cannot go 
back and subsequent establishment of DP camps; receiving orders that his unit was to return to 
the U.S. for redeployment to the Far East, but the war ending; asked about when he spoke 
about the Holocaust and responded at least not for a decade, as people did not want to hear; 
replied to question about how his experience affected his life that from moment was at 
Buchenwald was even more dedicated to serving the Jewish people; ended with importance of 
learning from the past both that even cultured people can become cruel savages and 
responsibility to be vigilant to preserve freedom.  
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