
 

PUBLISHER’S INTRODUCTION 
 

Kiel Majewski 
 
Practically everything about this book is unorthodox, starting with 
the front cover. The main feature is a die-cut window. It serves as 
a portal through which the reader can see an artifact— a 
counterfeit “Operation Bernhard” note that was produced by the 
prisoners of Block 19 in Sachsenhausen.1 The note is both a 
touchpoint to history and a hint to look beyond the surface. 
 
Behind that artifact—literally and figuratively—are insights—
clues to help us understand human nature, the past, the present, 
and a range of responses to trauma, violence, and collective 
hardship. 
 
The insights in this book are delivered by people of highly varied 
backgrounds—experts, historians, numismatic collectors, and 
descendants of survivors and perpetrators. We have chosen to 
preserve the original style of each of the writers. This diverse 
mix of voices enriches and reminds us that the historical record 
is shaped both by professional historians and “everyday people” 
without formal scholarly training or vast influence. 
 
Indeed, the driving force behind the creation of this book was 
Danny Spungen, a person who learned about World War II and 
the Holocaust after retirement.2 As a collector and business 
owner turned Holocaust educator, Danny is a compelling figure 
because he is outside the main- stream. He frequently introduces 
speakers and topics from the field of Holocaust memory to his 
business associates, with deep ethical and moral implications. 
 
The networks Danny engages are beyond the reach of 
conventional Holocaust educators. For evidence of that, see the 
book’s final sections, composed of a photo gallery and list of 
donors to this book project. Those sections might be ignored by 
some readers, but they show the importance of these stories to 
people who are outside the usual scope of “Holocaust education.” 
 
 
 
1 Inserted in the book’s acid-free sleeve is a replica Operation Bernhard note 
depicting the signatures of three survivors of Block 19—Adolf Burger, Jack Plapler, 
and Hans Walter. Guidance on how to acquire an authentic Bernhard note can be 
found on the backside of the replica and in the back of the book. 
2 Danny’s background is traced by Kevin Ostoyich in the preface. 
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One such person is Fred Schwan, a collector enshrined in two 
numismatic Halls of Fame. Fred started advocating for this book 
to be produced almost 15 years ago, after he and Danny met the 
survivor Hans Walter in 2008. That indelible encounter is 
described in Fred’s photo-laden essay titled “Meeting Hans Walter.” 
(The Italian numismatist Stefano Poddi captures a similarly vivid 
experience with the survivor Adolf Burger at Burger’s home in 
Prague.) Ultimately, Fred’s advocacy has helped inspire the 
creation of a book that combines the historical, the personal, and 
the collectible dimensions of the Operation Bernhard story in 
three broad sections. 

 
Historical grounding is offered in the first section of the book. The 
opening chapter belongs to the Dean of the Bernhard story, 
Lawrence Malkin, whose 2006 book Krueger’s Men is the 
authoritative journalistic work on the subject. In the production 
of this book, the editorial team flipped to the index of Malkin’s 
book countless times to check what he wrote about a certain 
person or topic. 
 
Larry, as his friends knew him, deserves some credit for inspiring 
this book. An example of journalistic integrity, Malkin contacted 
Danny Spungen to insist he get his facts straight if he were going 
to be building exhibits about Operation Bernhard. He and his 
research partner for Krueger’s Men, Margaret Shannon, made 
themselves available to us along the way as fact checkers and 
guides. They joined Danny, Hans Walter, and several other 
contributors to this book at events in Ohio and Washington, DC. 
Malkin died on 19 April 2022, weeks before we went to press. Our 
thanks to Mr. Malkin for his singular contribution to our 
understanding of the world of Operation Bernhard. 

 
The historical section is further strengthened by contributions 
from two staff members of the Sachsenhausen Memorial and 
Museum. Deputy Head Astrid Ley addresses the logistical 
question, “Why Sachsenhausen?” as the site of the counterfeiting 
scheme. Head of Collections Agnes Ohm compares the accounts 
of four survivors, bringing the reader into the psychological world 
of the men in the forgery workshop. The fact that they were 
eventually liberated by American armed forces is a boon for 
Western researchers, and Jim Downey offers an overview of what 
can be found in American and British archives. 
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The book’s middle third is anchored by personal reflections from 
two people of the same generation, but on opposite sides of the 
war: Debbie Walter, whose grandfather (and adoptive father) 
was the survivor Hans Walter, and Charlotte Krüger, whose 
grandfather was Bernhard Krüger—the man who ran the 
operation. Their accounts are published for the first time (for 
Debbie) and first time in English (for Charlotte) in this book. 
Walter and Krüger present compelling details that show how their 
relatives dealt with the legacy of their experience, and in parallel, 
they reflect on the impact the experience has had on their own 
lives. 

 
History professor Kevin Ostoyich has contributed two chapters: 
one that explores the parallels and differences between the Walter 
and Krüger family lines, and one that brings to light the 
unheralded and unadorned experience of survivor Jack Plapler. 
Plapler’s account, as told by Ostoyich, deepens our understanding 
of how much these men endured outside of the forgery operation. 
The unspeakable losses and brutality they suffered sharpen the 
contrast with the wit, tenacity, courage, and humor they 
summoned to survive their ordeal. It was a struggle that was 
totally resonant with other accounts of living through war, yet 
completely unique in all of World War II history. 

 
The final third is anchored in a numismatic perspective. For these 
collectors, the artifacts provide a powerful way of relating to the 
Operation Bernhard story. Ray Feller and Steve Feller offer a 
bridge to grasping life in the concentration camps through 
numismatic and philatelic artifacts such as in-house monies, 
stamps, letters, and post cards. Joseph Boling presents a master 
class on forensic detection of Bernhard forgeries in the chapter 
titled “How did they do it?” 

 
Boling’s contribution to this work could be a book in itself and 
should be seen as an authoritative diagnostic guide for the 
forensic analysis of Bernhard notes. Our thanks are also due to 
Colonel Boling for his service as copy editor of the book. We hope 
Feller, Feller, and Boling, together with Spungen’s population 
reports of autographed notes and other memorabilia, will not 
only provide new insights for collectors, but will also inspire the 
next generation of collectors to take an interest. 
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Given the top-secret nature of Operation Bernhard, very few 
photographs exist that can help us visualize life inside Blocks 18 
and 19 at Sachsenhausen. Fortunately, we have the sketches and 
watercolors of two artists who were part of the forgery 
commando—Peter Edel and Leo Haas. In the Nazi system that 
attempted to transform its victims into raw material and machine 
parts, Edel and Haas show glimpses of the humanity that drove, 
animated, and sustained the prisoners in the workshop. Where 
possible, we have included their works of art to illustrate scenes 
of lagerleben—“camp life”—as well as portraits and caricatures 
depicting their fellow prisoners. We are especially grateful to the 
Akademie der Kü nste in Berlin and the Terezín Memorial in the  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Memorial in the Czech Republic for providing high-resolution 
scans of their works, as well as Edel and Haas’s heirs who 
generously granted permission to publish their artwork here. 
Where possible, we used metadata precisely as given to us by the 
respective archives for the captions of the artworks. 

 
Edel’s caricatures have come primarily from one sketchpad he 
composed while in the forgery commando (Akademie der Kü nste, 
Berlin, Kunstsammlung, Inv.-Nr.: HZ 5632). They hint at poignant 
psychosocial dynamics among the prisoners, which are brought 
out in humorous,  i ronic,  and exaggerated forms.  
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Figure 2 - Leo Haas: Self 
Portrait. (PT 1906, Terezín 
Memorial, © David Haas, 
Daniel Haas, Ronny Haas, 
Michal Haas Foell) 

Figure 1 – Peter Edel, Self 
Portrait, 1977.  (Akademie der 
Künste, Berlin, 
Kunstsammlung, Inv.-Nr.: HZ 
5513) 
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These sketches are worth an entire study to contextualize and 
interpret them. That level of analysis was not possible for this 
book, so we have decided to utterly avoid any interpretation, 
including English translations of the text written on many of the 
sketches, because translation would be the beginning of 
interpretation. 
 
The choice to include the works of Edel and Haas is part of the 
editorial team’s broader approach, which is to illustrate the text as 
richly as possible. The deeper one looks into the images, the more 
complexities appear. Figure six in the chapter by Feller and Feller, 
for example, raises many questions. Who is taking the 
photograph? What did they intend to capture? The camp appears 
to be in the middle of a town. Two women are walking by—one 
stops to peer inside. What does she see? What does she think? 
Except for the chapters by Poddi, Boling, Feller, and Feller, almost 
all the images that appear in this book were sourced, selected, and 
placed in the text by the editorial team to further the educational 
goals of the publisher. 
 
This book has been published by a foundation that focuses in part 
on Holocaust and genocide education. At the time of this writing, 
the world was learning about apparent atrocities committed by 
Russian military forces following its invasion of Ukraine in 
February 2022. Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, himself 
the descendant of Jews who were murdered during the Holocaust, 
was asked in an interview on 17 April 2022 “When the world says, 
‘Never Again,’ do they ever mean it?”3 
 
In the wake of these atrocities, against the backdrop of political 
destabilization, rising anti-semitism, a global pandemic, and racial 
conflict, many people in the field of Holocaust education are 
asking a similar version of that question, which is What more can 
we do to fulfill the promise of “Never Again?” 

 
 
 

 
3 Volodymyr Zelensky interviewed by Jake Tapper. “Zelensky on ‘Never 
Again’ vow: ‘We don’t believe the world.’” CNN video. Retrieved 19 April 
2022. https://www.cnn.com/videos/politics/2022/04/17/zelensky- on-
never-again.cnn. The question was asked in reference to the annual 
commemoration of Yom HaShoah, Holocaust Remembrance Day, which 
fell on 28 April 2022. 
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Surely part of the answer is to implement interventions further 
upstream. Hateful rhetoric and conspiracy theories are symptoms 
of the disease and are difficult to stem once trust in society has been 
ruptured. In the foreword, Robert Jan van Pelt observed, “One of 
the main characteristics of Nazism, which it incidentally shared 
with Soviet communism, was the fact that it was structured by 
the counterfeit of factual truths, that is, by lies. Facts and factual 
truths are, like a stable currency, the solid basis of the existence 
of individuals, small groups, larger communities, states, and the 
human world as a whole.” 
 
Today, disinformation campaigns, “deep fakes,” and circular 
accusations of “media bias” are part of the public information 
sphere, from social media pages to the halls of Congress. Our 
social currency has been destabilized. We can help to restabilize it 
by strengthening our abilities as historical investigators. We can 
help by investing in innovative approaches to learning about the 
past and thinking about the past’s relationship to the present. We 
can help people— especially students—progress from being 
passive consumers of information to constructive participants in 
historical literacy and discourse. 
 
The die-cut window and Bernhard note in the front cover are clues 
to look closely and ask questions that get beneath the surface. For 
readers who would like to exercise their forensic investigation 
skills, we have included at various points in the text nine pairs of 
notes—a genuine Bank of England note and an Operation 
Bernhard note, i.e. a counterfeit produced in the forgery 
workshop at Sachsenhausen. Each pair has the same date, but 
a different serial number. Use the diagnostic information in the 
chapter by Boling to determine which is the genuine and which 
is the fake. (The note pairs have been reduced to fit on one page, 
but the notes reproduced on pages two and three appear at actual 
size.) A key is provided on the last page of the book. 
 
The original goal of this book was to address some of the 
longstanding myths surrounding the dramatic true story of the 
counterfeiting operation in Sachsenhausen—to correct what 
could be corrected and offer something of a “final word” on the 
topic from the last generation of writers with firsthand 
knowledge of the people who participated in it.  This became  
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especially important after the film The Counterfeiters (German  Die 
Fälscher) won an Academy Award® for Best Foreign Language Film 
in 2007. The film contains inaccuracies and sensationalism and 
has not been thoroughly critiqued in a widely published format, 
given that it was released after Malkin’s book was published. 
(Malkin commented on the film in his chapter in this book.) The 
Spungen Family Foundation took on the role of publisher because 
the story of Operation Bernhard falls within its mandate of 
Holocaust and genocide education. Our methodology is predicated 
on building bridges to new audiences with new approaches to 
the collective memory purpose.  
 
In a few words, that purpose is Face the past. Learn lessons from 
history, so the tragedies of the past do not become our children’s 
future. Genocides, while conceived and designed by an influential 
few, are carried out by everyday people. If we are to fulfill the 
promise of “Never Again,” these same “ordinary people” must 
maintain their humanity in times of uncertainty, crisis, and limited 
choices. The question of which tactics help people strengthen their 
resilience to historical distortion, autocracy, and mass violence is 
a complex and worthwhile conversation. We hope this book will 
bring new participants and fresh perspectives into the 
conversation. 

 
***** 

 
Kiel Majewski is a memory worker and community practitioner 
who applies the lessons of the past to the crises of today. He is 
the Executive Director of the Florence and Laurence Spungen 
Family Foundation in the Chicago area. Previously he served as 
Executive Director of CANDLES Holocaust Museum and 
Education Center in Indiana. He has curated exhibits; led study 
tours of genocide memorials in North America, Europe, and 
Africa; facilitated conversations with survivors and upstanders; 
and mentored youth peace-building advocates. He also founded 
Timberwolf Advisors, a collective memory consultancy named 
after his grand- father's WWII infantry division, which helped to 
liberate the Dora-Mittelbau Concentration Camp. 
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Joseph E. Boling 
 

I am a resident of Indianapolis, Indiana. My wife and I are 
subscribers to the Indiana Repertory Theatre. We recently saw a 
play there that would be called historical fiction. Janet Allen, the 
theater’s artistic director, had this to say as the first paragraph of 
her program notes for the play: 
 

History teaches us—or at least it can, if we remember it, examine 
it, and refuse to bury or whitewash it. And history is not 
monolithic or immutable; it benefits from being examined from 
multiple viewpoints over time.... Historians in every generation 
need to reexamine the past, unearthing variant viewpoints on a 
particular event or person. Those who did not have the privilege 
to tell a story at the time it occurred still have important and 
startling views, if those views can be brought to light... 
 

As I read that, I saw that our efforts in writing this book are 
just the sort of post-event examination that Ms. Allen was 
advocating. 
 

The story of operation Bernhard has not been widely told by its 
participants. Now, almost a century after the fact, we are too late 
to gather those voices into a new narrative. However, some of 
those participants did pass their stories to us, and we barely had 
time to interact with a very few others before the entire cohort 
faded away. 
 

You will find in these pages many chapters that have nothing to 
do with the products of the forgery commando. They deal instead 
with the individuals who participated, through three generations. 
Once in a while one of those stories will touch on what 
numismatists pursue, and we have tried to provide a definitive 
examination of the physical residue of the operation, but the real 
stories here are about the humans, not the artifacts. 
 

To that end, we have tried to preserve the language and style of the 
period—mid-20th century Europe. We chose to use the term 
“barracks” when referring generally to a building used to house 
prisoners, and “Block” when referring to specific barracks at 
Sachsenhausen (e.g. Block 19). Dates are set in day-month-year 
order. Diacritical marks are as accurate as we can manage and are 
used in all cases except when quoting a speaker or writer who did 
not use them in the source quote or text. Names are in original 
spellings. 
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Names are particularly problematic, because over time some of 
them have been rendered in multiple variations. The prisoners 
came from over a dozen nations, and even within individual 
countries multiple renditions of a name were possible. 
Lawrence Malkin’s comprehensive research on Operation 
Bernhard, supported by over forty pages of notes in his 2006 
book Kreuger’s Men, provides our default list of the prisoners of 
Block 19, unless we have some document directly connected to 
a prisoner that uses a different spelling. We apologize to any family 
members who would rather have seen a different spelling for their 
name. 
 

As I have read almost every word in the book several times, I have 
constructed a glossary that may be useful. It appears at the end of 
the volume. 

 
Dig in! 
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