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M ay 09,2016

GeorgeKa tzm a n: Lionizing a

Lib era tor

P rofessor Georg e Katzm an passedaw ay lastw eek ,justa few hours before Yom
HaShoah - H olocaustM em orial D ay. H isdeath alsocam e tw ow eek s afterFlorida

Gov ern or Rick S cottcam e to the D av id P osn ack Jew ish Com m un ity Cen ter in
D av ie to cerem on iously sig n leg islation creatin g a H olocaustM em orial on the

S tate Capital Groun ds Com plex in
Tallahassee.Reg rettably,Georg e couldn 't

be presen tatthis historicev en t;by then ,
he w asin the throes of his fin al declin e.
N on etheless,P rofessor Katzm an liv edto
be 96;up un til a few w eek s before his
passin g ,he w as still a studen tin m y "A ll
P olitics A ll the Tim e" class at Florida
In tern ation al Un iv ersity,the place w here

he taug htin tern ation al relation sform ore
than 30 years.(A boutsev en y ears ag o,I

w as hon ored to tak e ov er his Great Decisions course, atw hich the professor

becam e a studen t.)Thoug h w heelchair boun d an d n eedin g oxyg en ,his zestfor

life an d learn in g con tin ued to shin e up un til his lastbreath. P retty rem ark able
fora m an w ho,in his ow n w ords,"...alm ostdiedfiv e tim es on a sin g le day in
1944."

Toblithely say "W ell,96 is a lon g ,lon g life,"Irespon dw ith tw othoug hts:First,
thatfew people hav e an y idea precisely how lon g 96 y ears really are;Georg e
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Katzm an 's life span n ed 40% of the life of the Un ited S tates. To g etthe m erest
g lim m erof how lon g Georg e's life w as,con siderthatw hen he w as born in N ew
York toim m ig ran tparen ts:

¤ There w ere still Civ il W arV eteran s liv in g in hisparen ts'apartm en tbuildin g .

¤ The on ly "Roosev elt"an yon e hadev erheardof w asTeddy;by the en dof the
y earhisdistan tcousin Fran k lin w ouldrun a losin g race forV ice P residen t.
¤ The m ostpopularm ov ie starsw ere M ary P ick ford,D oug lasFairban k s,L ilian

Gish an dW allace Reid.
¤ The yearGeorg e w asborn ,F.S cottFitzg eraldpublishedThis Side of Paradise
an dEdith W harton scoredbig w ith The Age of Innocence.
¤ A decen tan n ual in com e w asabout$850.00,an da bran dn ew M odel T cost

$295.00.
¤ A prefabricated7-room hom e couldbe purchasedthroug h the S earscatalog ue
for$1,250.00
¤ B abe Ruth hadyettoplay hisfirstg am e asa m em berof the N ew York
Yan k ees.

In deed, itw as a lon g , lon g tim e ag o. Georg e w as a child of the "Roarin g
Tw en ties,"cam e of ag e durin g the GreatD epression ,w en toff tow ar before his
20th birthday,surv iv ed,g otm arried to Ellen ,the lov e of his life for n early 65
y ears (they m eton a ship headin g for Fran ce w here both w ere g oin g to study

atThe S orbon n e),raisedtheirtw ochildren ,Richardan dS usan durin g the O zzie
an dH arriet/L eav e ittoB eav eryears,an dbeg in a n ew life in S outh Florida m ore
than 60 y ears ag o. In his forties,Georg e becam e a bar mitzvah; in his fifties he

earn eda B .A .an dM .A .in in tern ation al relation s an dthen w en ton toteach for

y ears an dy ears. Georg e an dEllen lov edtrav elin g the w orld(butplease,n ev er
as partof a tour g roup),playin g bridg e,becom in g im m ersed in his shul, B eth

Torah,an d en joyin g life. B utsom ethin g w as g n aw in g atGeorg e for years;his
experien ce asa liberator.

A s a y oun g m an ,P FC Katzm an w as a m em ber of Gen .P atton 's Third A rm y,

w here he serv ed as a riflem an , Germ an /Y iddish tran slator an d occasion al
photog rapher. O n A pril 29,1945,P FC Katzm an ,then ag ed25 years,2 m on ths,3
w eek s an d 5 days,w as on e of the soldiers respon sible for shootin g the lock off

the g ate atthe D achau Con cen tration Cam p.A s on e of the few soldiers capable
of speak in g Yiddish,he becam e the on e liberator thatthe cadav erous surv iv ors
couldtalk to. Im ag in e w hatitm usthav e feltlik e -tobe freedby the A llies,on ly
to discov er thatthe firstsoldier w ho spok e to them w as a Jew - a Yiddish-

speak in g A m erican Jew ! Itm usthav e seem ed as if the M essiah hav e com e to
sav e them .ForGeorg e Katzm an ,w hathe saw an dexperien cedhadm ore than a
profoun deffecton the restof his life:"Italsom ade m e farm ore of a Jew than I
hadev erbeen before g oin g off tow ar,"he saidon m an y occasion s.
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W hile liberatin g D achau an d L an g w asser L ag er,P FC Katzm an took disturbin g
black -an d-w hite photos of the stack ed piles of half-n ak ed bodies an d the

un w ashed,shrun k en surv iv ors his battalion foun d.Gen .D w ig htD .Eisen how er
had en courag ed photog raphs an dfirst-han d reports son oon e couldlater den y
w hatthe soldiers hadseen .A fterfilin g his photos w ith the A rm y,Katzm an put
his ow n copies in a box thathe buried in his closet.H e didn 'ttak e itoutun til

y ears later,w hen he readthata un iv ersity professorw as den yin g the H olocaust
had tak en place. From that poin t on , P rofessor Katzm an becam e a tireless
w itn ess, speak in g of his experien ces - of w hatw as etched in his m in d an d
troublin g his sleep."I had to speak out," Georg e told a reporter for the Miami
Herald."There are toom an y den iers outthere.Iw as on e of thousan ds w hosaw

w hat happen ed. B ut n ow there are few of us, an d that bothers m e." H is
experien ces w ere, n eedless to say, both terrifyin g an d tran sform ativ e.
H e bore w itn ess to the sin g le-g reatestactof m ass m urderev er perpetrated on
thisplan et

Georg e con tin ued w earin g his arm y
dog tag s un til the lastday of his life.
H e couldstill fitin to-an dw ouldw ear
- the "Eisen how er Jack et" thathe had
w orn 70 years ag o. H e dev otedhim self
to tellin g sev eral g en eration s of youn g
people precisely w hat happen ed; all
w ith the hope thatin his ow n sm all
w ay, he could help stav e off a
recurren ce of in tern ation al m adn ess.
There w ere 16,112,566 m em bers of the A m erican m ilitary in W orldW arII. A s of

lastm on th, the D epartm en tof V eteran s'A ffairs reports that697,806 are still
aliv e,an dpassin g aw ay ata rate of about490 a day,sev en daysa w eek ,52 w eek s
a year.This m ean s thatw ithin fiv e years,there w on 'tbe a sin g le W orld W ar II
v eteran aliv e;n oon e lefttobearw itn ess tow hat"The GreatestGen eration "w as
able toaccom plish.

From tim e totim e,people w ouldcall Georg e Katzm an a hero. H e w ouldalw ays
respon d:"I w as n o hero;I justhad a job to do ...hopefully w ithoutg ettin g
m yself k illedin the process."Tom y w ay of thin k in g ,itis n ocoin ciden ce thathis
passin g occurred justhours before H olocaustM em orial D ay; in Yiddish, w e
w ould call it שערבאַ  (b'shayrt) - "fated" or "predestin ed." To m y w ay of

thin k in g ,by perm ittin g him toshuffle off this m ortal coil on the precise day he
did,G-d w as placin g an en orm ous exclam ation poin ton the g ood professor's
lon g ,an dim m en sely productiv e life.
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A n dby the w ay,the secon drespon se tothe statem en t"96 is certain ly a lon g lon g
life,Isay this:fora m an lik e Georg e Katzm an ,96 years w asn 'tn early en oug h.

In the B iblical book of 1stS am uel (20:18)Kin g S aul's son ,Jon athan speak s tohis
bestfrien d,the youn g D av id,w hois abouttoflee in fear for his life. Jon athan
says:ַ

ויַאֹֽמרֶ־לוֹ֥ יהְוֹֽנתָןָ֖ מחָָר֣ חדֶֹ֑שׁ ונְפִ֨קְדְַתָּ֔ כּיִ֥ יפִּקֵָד֖ מוֹֽשׁבֶָֽ�

N am ely:"And Jonathan said, tomorrow is the New Moon; you shall be missed for your
seat will be empty." In deed, today is the N ew M oon , an d in class tom orrow ,
P rofessorKatzm an shall be m issed,forlik e D av id,his seatshall be em pty ...

Goin peace.
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