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He Could Not Save Them
A one-page facilitation guide for the Weissmandl discussion

The pedagogical center

The lesson asks students to hold two truths that will not resolve into one. Rabbi Michoel Ber Weissmandl

helped stop the deportation trains from Slovakia for nearly two years — and could not save his own wife and
five children. The temptation will be to tidy this into a lesson with a moral. Resist that. Your job is to keep
both halves visible at once: the rescue of thousands of strangers AND the intimate loss; the documented

outcome (the trains stopped) AND the fact that historians dispute what caused it. He could not save them. He
did not abandon them. The unresolved space between rescue and grief is the lesson.

A NT I C I P AT E D  M I S C O N C E PT I O N S F A C I L ITAT I O N  M OV E S

WATC H  F O R

"Weissmandl led the Working Group." Gisi
Fleischmann led the Bratislava Working Group;
Weissmandl was its chief strategist. She is not a
footnote — the credit is shared. Don't slip into the
"great man" story.

◆

"The bribe stopped the trains." Contested. The
Group bribed an SS officer, forged letters, and
stalled; the two-year pause is the documented
outcome, but historians dispute whether the bribery
caused it. State the outcome — never the cause.

◆

"He abandoned his family by jumping from the
train." He begged his wife and children to jump and
jumped first to show them it was possible. They
could not follow. He could not save them; he did not
abandon them.

◆

"Negotiating with the SS made them
collaborators." It was compromise under duress.
Wisliceny was a mass-murdering SS officer — a
target of the bribe, not a partner. Hold the moral
complexity rather than resolving it into approval or
condemnation.

◆

"The free world didn't know what was happening."
The Auschwitz Protocols and Weissmandl's appeals
— including the plea to bomb the rail lines — reached
the West and went unanswered. Real history, but cut
from this 90-second film: use it as background, not
as something the video shows.

◆

Both/and, not either/or. When a student lands on
"hero" or "he failed," ask: "What is the other true
thing that has to sit next to that?"

→

Distinguish the act from the actor. Students can
question the strategy of bribing the SS while
honoring the people who risked everything.
Critiquing a choice is not condemning a person.

→

Name what we don't know. When the record is
contested (whether the bribe caused the pause; how
many hid in the bunker), name the uncertainty out
loud — it is part of the honest answer, not a gap to
paper over.

→

Steer past scale collapse. If a student maps
"negotiating with the enemy" onto an everyday
situation, ask: "What constraint of his does your
example share? What is different about occupation
and genocide?"

→

"I'm not sure yet" is the right answer sometimes.
On whether the bribe was right, or whether it worked,
uncertainty is legitimate. Validate it in 7–8 and 9–10
reflections; don't pressure a verdict.

→

A student who wants a verdict on whether the
bribe "worked" — redirect from cause to
documented outcome, and name the historians'
dispute.

⚑

A student distressed by the family's murder —
check in privately; the loss is carried through
absence and silence, never graphic detail, and
not-knowing what to feel is permitted.

⚑

A student who reframes Wisliceny as a partner,
or flattens the compromise into simple

⚑



Alignment to the USHMM Guidelines for Teaching About the Holocaust. This lesson is built to honor the

museum’s core cautions:

Avoid simple answers to complex history. The documented outcome (the trains stopped) is deliberately held

apart from the contested cause (whether the bribe stopped them); “I’m not sure yet” is treated as legitimate.

Do not romanticize. The center of the story is grief, not triumph — Weissmandl saved thousands yet could not

save his own family, and the film refuses a hero-myth. “He could not save them. He did not abandon them.”

Translate statistics into people; avoid graphic detail. The family is carried through absence and silhouette;

Birkenau appears only as architecture. The 7–8 materials soften the cattle-car moment further.

Contextualize; make careful use of language. Credit is shared (Fleischmann led; Weissmandl strategized);

“rescuer” is footnoted against the flatter “upstander” binary.

collaboration — surface that he was a Nazi and
the bribe was duress, not friendship.



Answer key & look-fors · Step 2
Expected factual anchors for the Step-2 questions. These are look-fors, not scripts — accept equivalent student wording.

G R A D E S  7 –8

1. A Torah scholar, born in Debrecen,
Hungary, who lived in Nitra, Slovakia;
the Bratislava Working Group was a
secret Jewish–Christian network that
tried to stop the deportation of
Slovak Jews.

2. Gisi Fleischmann led the group;
Weissmandl was its chief strategist.

3. He gave strangers hand-saws /
emery wires and taught them to cut
through the cattle-car locks.

4. He sawed the lock open with a wire
hidden in a loaf of bread and begged
his family to try to get free; they
could not, and were murdered at
Birkenau — he could not save them,
but did not abandon them.

5. He rebuilt his father-in-law’s yeshiva
(the Nitra Yeshiva) in Mount Kisco,
New York (1949); it still teaches
today.

G R A D E S  9– 1 0

1. The narration states the outcome —
the trains stopped for nearly two
years — and never claims the bribe
caused it (documented outcome vs.
contested cause).

2. Resistance as intellect and nerve:
bribery, forgery (the “Ferdinand
Roth” letter), delay, the wire in the
loaf — not weapons.

3. Fleischmann led; Weissmandl was
chief strategist — the credit is
shared, not a “great man” story.

4. Wisliceny appears only as a sleeve /
gloved hand (never a face) — a
perpetrator and target of the bribe,
not a partner. The bunker headcount
is omitted because sources disagree
(~16 vs. ~17).

5. To confirm causation, historians
would need direct documentary
evidence tying the bribe to the SS
decision — which the record does not
provide.

G R A D E S  1 1 – 1 2

1. Refusing the causal claim keeps the
history honest (the evidence cannot
secure it); asserting it would trade
accuracy for a tidier story.

2. Two acts: bribing Wisliceny (the
perpetrator) vs. cabling the free
world — the Auschwitz Protocols and
the plea to bomb the rail lines —
which went unanswered.

3. The “Bauer dispute”: Yehuda Bauer’s
skeptical reading of how much
strategic credit belongs to
Weissmandl; surviving sources shape
who is remembered.

4. Local Slovak bribery (1942–43)
coincided with the pause; the larger
1943 Europa Plan mostly failed —
keep the two distinct.

5. “Could not save” vs. “abandoned”: he
escaped only after trying to bring his
family out and being unable to — a
distinction the record supports.

Single-point rubrics · teacher copy
One target column per trait; the “area to grow” column is for individualized feedback. The student handouts carry the same

rubric for the band-appropriate task.

G R A D E S  7–8  ·  L ETTE R

CRITERIA EVIDENCE OF MEETING THE STANDARD AREA TO GROW

Historical accuracy Details fit the record (Seréd’, the saw, 1944 Slovakia);
nothing invented that contradicts it.

Perspective / empathy Writes convincingly from inside the moment — real fear
and stubborn hope — without reducing the person to a
symbol.

Letter conventions & voice Reads as a real letter (greeting, close), 1–2 paragraphs,
consistent first-person voice, clear to follow.

G R A D E S  9–10  ·  M E A L  PA R AG R A P H

CRITERIA EVIDENCE OF MEETING THE STANDARD AREA TO GROW

Main claim One clear, arguable claim answering the prompt — not a
summary.

Evidence (specific) Specific proof from film/record: the forged letter, the
bribe, the documented two-year pause.

Analysis Explains how the evidence supports the claim.



CRITERIA EVIDENCE OF MEETING THE STANDARD AREA TO GROW

MEAL structure Main → Evidence → Analysis → Link; close ties back to
the claim.

Historical accuracy Documented outcome kept distinct from contested
cause; names/spellings correct.

G R A D E S  11–12  ·  A N A LYT I CA L  E S S AY

CRITERIA EVIDENCE OF MEETING THE STANDARD AREA TO GROW

Thesis / argument Precise, defensible thesis on rescue-and-loss or morally-
compromised collaboration — not a restatement of the
prompt.

Evidence Specific, well-chosen evidence from film and record
supports each move.

Analysis & evaluation Interprets and weighs evidence; evaluates competing
readings rather than listing them.

Historiographic awareness Names what is contested/uncertain (disputed cause; the
“Bauer dispute”) and treats it as such.

Historical accuracy Facts, names, sequence correct; documented outcome
vs. contested cause held apart throughout.

Microshort Stories · Episode 6 · Teacher Prep Companion · projectwitness.org/videos/microshort-ep6-weissmandl


