From: Robert Mandel [mailto:ramandel@wisc.edu]

Sent: August 30,2004 7:57 PM

To: judith buber agassi and joseph agassi

Subject: Re: phone call

Dear Judith:

Attached is the first review of your manuscript. As you will see it is favorable with some suggestions for revision. The reviewer also

annotated the copy of the manuscript that we sent her and I am sending this copy to you--I think that you will find it helpful in preparing the final manuscript for publication.

I am waiting for the second review. But expect it soon.

Hope all is well.

Sincerely,

Robert

"Jewish Prisoners of Ravensbrück: Who Were They?" is the outcome of Judith Buber Agassi's prodigious research as a member of a team of sociologists and historians who spent several years investigating a camp that until relatively recently was known primarily for its internment of women dissidents from at least twenty countries. Rochelle Saidel's very recent Wisconsin Press publication-with Terrace Books-also focused exclusively on the Jewish prisoners in the camp. She reconstructed the story of their presence in the camp and their fate after liberation by drawing on their written and oral testimonies. Agassi's book augments the camp history significantly yet makes a very different contribution. Saidel's book is already receiving positive reviews, which should bode well for this publication.

The project has a strong academic frame in that it was funded in part by the German Israel Foundation for Research and Development, a cooperative initiative between the two countries. The collective findings of the research team are forthcoming in "A Neglected Chapter in the history of the Holocaust: The Jewish Women Prisoners of Ravensbrück ," edited by Irith Dublon-Knebel. The work of one of the German team members was published in 2003. Considering the sheer volume of data that has emerged from this research project it is entirely feasible to accept Agassi's explanation in the Preface that her own project assumed a different direction in the course of the joint research and that she decided to focus specifically on the identity of the women-their country of origin, when they arrived in the camp, under what circumstances they left and, I if they survived, their destination. The perspective she gives is of a sociologist who is i concerned with the broader issues of gender and historical context. Although Agassi also draws from personal memoirs and from recorded interviews with survivors of the camp, her purpose in including such testimonies is to corroborate and verify existing data rather than to provide a narrative account of the camp. Given that fact that her own mother, Margarete Buber wrote extensively about her long internment in Ravensbrück  it is to Agassi's credit that at no level does she exploit this very personal association or allow it to intrude on her own writing.

Despite major difficulties in reconstructing data for Jewish prisoners during the camp's history due in part to the willful destruction of data by the Nazis, Agassi searched the major archives in Germany, Israel and the USA to find other sources to help her identify and amplify the information on the Jewish prisoners both in Ravensbrück  and its many satellite camps. (The extensive information she provides on the network of camps around Ravensbrück  is in and of itself worth reading.) Agassi has recuperated the identity of over 14,00 Jewish women over the six year history of the camp, drawing her data 'from transport lists, death registration lists, as well as from records that were smuggled out of the camp before liberation, all of which she double-checked where possible with personal testimonies. She argues compellingly for viewing the camp's history as comprised of six differentiated periods, which yields a sharper understanding of the treatment of Jewish prisoners within the context of Nazi ideology and the general course of the war. Her methodology is sound and coherently presented.

Agassi has clearly worked thoroughly with transport lists from the occupied countries. However, I am wondering if she was able to consult the files on Jewish prisoners from France at the Centre de Documentation Juive Contemporaine in Paris.(It is, of course, very possible that the YadVashem has copies of the extensive holdings of the Centre.) Since her focus is specifically on identity I suggest that she mentions that two thirds of the 76,000 who were deported from France to the camps of the east were either foreign or naturalized.  I also wonder why she has not referred to Rochelle Saidel's research and publication. Obviously, she does not have to but it certainly would be helpful to the press to have two distinguished works on Ravensbrück  that are quite different in methodology and approach.  Although the manuscript is generally readable and certainly free of jargon, issues of style need to be addressed. To save time to both the author and the press I have returned the manuscript with corrections, emendations etc. that I hope will be helpful. I do not consider these to be impediments to the acceptance of the manuscript. The English is at times choppy and awkward. (I presume English is not her first language.)I note that at times sentences reflect the inverted German noun/pronoun-verb construction. There are also many spelling errors. The author should consult the Chicago Style Sheet for help in using endnotes. She should be consistent with numerals and with dates, especially when ;the two meet in one sentence.  My recommendations also pertain to the layout of the manuscript: The main chapters should be clearly delineated and subdivided especially because the same information is sometimes used from a different perspective. This simply entails adding extra headings to indicate or emphasize the category under scrutiny. Without clear delineation chapters will blend relentlessly into one another. There are too many endnotes in Chapter Three. Try to integrate more of the information in these 67 endnotes directly into the text. "Ibid." can be used more often. Again, the author should consult the Chicago Style Sheet. It will reduce unnecessary repetition of sources in the endnotes.  In view of the relatively unknown history of Jewish women in Ravensbrück  this book will be of special interest to specialists in the field of Holocaust and of Jewish Studies. There are several publications in German on the camp as well as many memoirs in several languages but this work will attract a broader readership--sociologists, historians and readers interested in Second World War history, especially readers in Israel where she interviewed many survivors of Ravensbrück. It should be of interest to Women's Studies, especially to readers already familiar with the writings of the author's mother whose original work in German has already been translated into many languages.  In summary, Agassi presents laboriously constructed data yet this recitation of figures and dates is not a dispassionate array of facts. At the very heart of her work is the quest to give the dignity of an identity to thousands of women. Agassi introduces her book with the words of a Ravensbrück prisoner, Halina Nelken, "Once again, we are being turned into nameless, faceless, dehumanized theories and statistics. I wish I could protect the memory of us all, young and old..." Agassi has fulfilled that desire by using the very methods deployed by the Nazis to conceal and ultimately to obliterate identity. In her hands transport lists and death registers become lifelines that reconnect lives to families and homelands and restore a lost humanity to thousands of Jewish women of Ravensbrück.  

