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Oral History Summary: Robert J. Weil, November 21 and 29, 1984 
 
Part 1 

Robert J. Weil, born May 10, 1913 in Metz, France/Germany, describes: his father, a tailor, his 
mother, a teacher, and one brother who survived the war; growing up in Karlstruhe, 
southwestern Germany (near Stuttgart); his education, including attendance at the University 
of Heidelberg for three semesters until 1933 when he was forced to withdraw after Hitler came 
to power; having little personal experience of anti-Semitism in his early life but being aware of 
its constant and pervasive existence in Germany; SA storming his university fraternity in 1933; 
his parents being “not fanatic but observant Jews”; being caught during Kristallnacht and 
imprisoned in Dachau; upon release, immigrating to the U.S. in February 1939; recognizing after 
1933 that there was no future in Germany and planning to emigrate; being a Jewish youth 
leader; Jewish life and a well-organized Jewish community in Karlstruhe; details of his arrest 
during Kristallnacht, including discovery that his father had disappeared; [the recording is silent 
from timestamp 00:30:59 to 00:33:06]; brutal treatment during his arrest and transport to 
Dachau by cattle car; details of arrival at Dachau, comparing it to intake later at extermination 
camps; encountering his father the first night and not recognizing him because he was filthy 
and had been badly beaten; doubting belief in God but reaffirming it after release from Dachau 
in January 1939; brutal, regimented daily life in the camp; trying to protect his father; 
wondering why no one outside the camp tried to intervene to help the inmates; witnessing 
people being killed trying to escape; never seeing his father again;  

Part 2 

Arriving in the U.S. on November 9, 1939; in 1940, proposing marriage to a girl whose father 
had been taken to Buchenwald; joining the U.S. Army; describing a multiyear saga to marry his 
fiancé while on a five-hour pass before shipping out; not realizing the extent of the genocide 
until late in the war when, as a soldier, he took part in the liberation of a camp (name indistinct) 
in northeast Germany; describes scenes of death and misery in the camp; (Asked again about 
Dachau), describes daily life; relates experiences in the army, including participation in D-Day 
landing, Battle of the Bulge, crossing the Rhine at Remagen, approaching the Russian lines near 
Werbellin, liberating the concentration camp (presumably the one noted above); camp guards 
fleeing the vise of U.S. and Russian troops and having had no chance to dispose of the bodies; 
his division commander forcing local citizens to view the camp; liberating 2,500 Jewish “walking 
skeletons”; [the recording is silent from timestamp 00:30:57 to 00:33:04] having the distinction 
of experience as both camp survivor and liberator; witnessing stunned reactions of non-Jewish 
camp liberators; at division commander’s order, bodies being brought from the camp into 
surrounding villages and buried in the marketplace; believing his survival drives him to teach 
about the Holocaust; fearing that the word Holocaust was being appropriated for many lesser 
tragedies and thus devalued. 
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The audiotaped interview is the primary source record for this summary which was produced in partnership with Gratz College.




